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

Paidir.
Prayer.

19/05/2022A00100Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

19/05/2022A00200Employment Rights

19/05/2022A003001� Deputy Louise O’Reilly asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment if his attention has been drawn to an organisation’s research study (details supplied), 
which found that one third of hybrid workers struggle to disconnect� [25327/22]

19/05/2022A00400Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: Hybrid and remote working have been discussed at the Joint 
Committee on Enterprise, Trade and Employment�  Remote and hybrid working have become 
the new normal for employers and employees�  In that context, the recent report makes for im-
portant reading�  One concerning aspect it notes is that one third of hybrid workers struggle to 
disconnect�  That is the core of the question�

19/05/2022A00500Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment (Deputy Leo Varad-
kar): I am aware of the study and have asked officials to consider the findings in the context of 
the national remote work strategy�  The study was conducted earlier this year by a multinational 
company�  It included more than 600 workers based in Ireland as part of a wider survey that 
encompassed the views of 31,000 technology and healthcare workers in 31 countries�  Although 
the study indicated that half of those surveyed placed a high value on flexible work practices, 
its findings also suggested that approximately one third of the hybrid workers who responded 
had experienced challenges disconnecting from work�  It is important to state that in an Irish 
context, this survey relates only to a relatively small cohort of workers within specific sectors 
and cannot be taken as indicative of all those who have hybrid work arrangements�

Nonetheless, an always-on culture can present challenges in workplaces even when hybrid 
or remote working is not a factor�  For that reason, in November 2020, I requested that the 
Workplace Relations Commission, WRC, prepare a draft code of practice on the right to dis-
connect, in accordance with section 20(2) of the Workplace Relations Act 2015�  The code is 
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a best-practice guide covering statutory obligations around record-keeping, maximum average 
weekly working hours permitted for employees and rest period entitlements�  It is also aimed 
at ensuring that employees are aware of their legal entitlements and how to raise concerns over 
non-compliance�

The European Parliament has also proposed a directive on an EU-wide right to disconnect�  
My officials are following these developments closely and although it may be some time be-
fore we see progress at a European level, Ireland is ahead with our code of practice is already 
in place�  Flexible work practices should aid work-life balance generally�  That is why I have 
prioritised the right to request remote work legislation, which is currently undergoing pre-
legislative scrutiny�

19/05/2022A00600Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: Microsoft Ireland’s work trend index provided many nuggets 
of information on both the positive and negative aspects of the world of work�  One part of the 
research which jumped out at us was that one third of hybrid workers, 31%, struggle to discon-
nect�  Naturally, this is problematic for workers because it can lead to burnout, stress and health 
problems�  Indeed, a study from the WHO found that 745,000 people died in 2016 as a result 
of stroke and heart disease due to long working hours�  The research from the WHO found that 
long working hours were estimated to be responsible for approximately one third of all work-
related diseases, making them the single largest occupational disease and burden�  This is why 
we were concerned when we saw the data from Microsoft Ireland�  I know the Tánaiste is not 
oblivious to this issue�  As he has just said, he brought forward a code of practice on the right 
to disconnect but it is not a right unless it is legally enshrined�  Sinn Féin has brought forward a 
Bill to deliver a legal right to disconnect in order that these workers can be protected�  These are 
workers who are experiencing excessive out-of-hours contact on a daily basis�  This is causing 
untold damage to them, their friends and their families�

19/05/2022A00700Deputy Leo Varadkar: The issue with regard to being always on or finding it difficult to 
disconnect is not just a matter for remote and hybrid workers�  It can be a matter for anybody 
whose work is not of a physical nature�  If one does work that is largely of a physical nature, 
such as in construction or hospitality, when one goes home, one goes home�  Anyone who has 
an office-based job, however, now goes home and has devices on which he or she still gets 
emails, texts and messages pretty much 24-7�  Given our particular line of work, we can under-
stand that very well�  The main protection in that regard is the Organisation of Working Time 
Act 1997, which states that employees cannot work more than 48 hours per week on average 
over a reference period of four months and that they must be provided with at least 11 consecu-
tive hours of daily rest and at least 24 hours of uninterrupted weekly rest every seven days over 
a reference period of two weeks�  These are statutory standards enshrined in law, but it may be 
that a particular contract of employment provides for a shorter working week and longer rest 
periods�  Apart from a few limited exceptions, the Act applies to all employees, regardless of 
whether they are based in an office or working remotely.

19/05/2022A00800Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: The failure to enshrine a right to disconnect in law is incred-
ibly frustrating and disappointing for workers who are suffering excessive out-of-hours contact.  
The establishment of a code of practice is a welcome first step, but if an employer ignores or 
breaches it, that is not an offence.  As a result, there is no compellability factor.  For some time 
now, excessive out-of-hours contact has been an issue for workers�  The pandemic made this 
worse�  The line between work time and personal time, as the Tánaiste said, has been totally 
eroded by technological developments that have led to an always-on culture�  Workers are con-
tactable and readily available to receive work emails, calls, text and WhatsApp messages and 
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push notifications at every hour of the day, every day of the week.  Throughout the pandemic, 
countless workers have related how they are totally drained and stressed due to employers 
contacting them late at night or at the weekend to request that tasks be completed immediately�  
Such situations have had a devastating impact on workers’ physical and mental health�  The 
current situation whereby workers are excessively contacted is unfair and unhealthy�  This hurts 
productivity because a worker who is burned out cannot perform to the best of his or her ability�  
Workers not only deserve a legal right to disconnect, which is protected in law, they absolutely 
need it�

19/05/2022A00900Deputy Leo Varadkar: I certainly do not rule out the possibility of placing the code of 
practice on a statutory footing in the future�  I have written to the WRC to ask it for its view on 
how the code has been working�  It has been in place for more than a year�  I have written to 
the WRC to ask for views and opinions as to whether it is working, to what extent it has been 
effective and how we could improve things.  I emphasise that the protection that exists in law 
is the Organisation of Working Time Act 1997�  If somebody is at home after a long day’s work 
and then spends an hour replying to work emails, that is work.  We probably would benefit from 
a few more test cases or a few more people coming forward to say that their rights under the 
Organisation of Working Time Act 1997 have been breached�  In reality, that does not happen, 
because people are very dedicated to the work that they do, want to get it done and are willing 
to put in extra hours, even beyond the 48-hour limit�  However, it would be helpful to see a few 
more cases of people coming forward and testing the existing law that we have�

19/05/2022A01000Middle East

19/05/2022A011002� Deputy Paul Murphy asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment if he will reconsider IDA Ireland’s expansion of its activities in Israel in view of the 
finding by Amnesty International that Israel is an apartheid state, the recent murder of a journal-
ist by Israeli forces and subsequent police attack on their funeral; and if he will make a state-
ment on the matter� [25669/22]

19/05/2022A01200Deputy Paul Murphy: In January, IDA Ireland appointed a business development consul-
tant in Israel to deepen links with the state that even Amnesty has now describe as an apartheid 
state.  Given last week’s horrific war crimes by Israel with the targeting and assassination of 
Shireen Abu Akleh, including an illegal invasion of Palestinian territory and the horrific attack 
on her funeral, will the Government now reconsider this investment?

19/05/2022A01300Deputy Leo Varadkar: The Government strongly condemns the killing of Al Jazeera re-
porter Shireen Abu Akleh in Jenin on 11 May 2022�  Media freedom and the safety of journal-
ists must be protected and I echo calls for an immediate, impartial and effective investigation.  
Accountability must be ensured and those responsible brought to justice�  I also condemn the 
excessive use of force by some police at her funeral�  Ireland’s opposition to the Israeli settle-
ments in the West Bank informs IDA Ireland’s engagement with the state of Israel on a range of 
bilateral issues, including trade, and will continue to do so�

IDA Ireland issued a request for tender for a part-time, Israel-based business development 
consultant in April 2021�  The process was concluded in January 2022 when the business devel-
opment consultant was appointed.  This person will represent IDA Ireland to support its efforts 
to win new investment.  The pathfinder consultant model is regularly used by IDA Ireland in 
many countries�  The newly appointed business development consultant is expected to identify 
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Israeli-headquartered target companies with potential for investing in Ireland, engage with se-
nior decision makers in these companies and present Ireland’s value proposition as an invest-
ment location�

IDA Ireland and individuals working on its behalf always respect it obligations under Irish 
and international law, including under the codes of practice to which Ireland is committed�  As a 
statutory agency under the relevant Acts of the Oireachtas, IDA Ireland always acts in line with 
Government policy.  It is guided by the advice of the Department of Foreign Affairs relating to 
Israeli investment and adheres to the Department’s guidance for business enterprises in target-
ing potential foreign direct investment to Ireland�  IDA Ireland operates an evaluation and due 
diligence process across all regions and considers a variety of factors that could be associated 
with investment activities prior to accepting a client into the portfolio�  I am advised that IDA 
Ireland will not target any Israeli companies included on the database of enterprises involved 
in certain activities relating to settlements in the West Bank as published by the United Nations 
in February 2020�

19/05/2022B00200Deputy Paul Murphy: The Tánaiste and the Government have condemned the murder of 
Shireen Abu Akleh, but listen to the spokesperson for the Israeli military, Ran Kochav�  He said 
she was filming and working for a media outlet amid armed Palestinians and stated, “They’re 
armed with cameras, if you’ll permit me to say so”�  They see journalists as being armed with 
cameras because the truth of the apartheid state and the oppression of Palestinians being beamed 
to the world is a weapon against the establishment in Israel�

It is better to have words of condemnation than not, but is the Government going to do 
anything?  The simplest action it could take is to say that, on the basis of the fact that this is 
an apartheid state and in view of its horrendous assault, using batons and stun grenades, on a 
funeral, IDA Ireland is going to remove its business development office.  Surely there have to 
be consequences for these actions by Israel?

19/05/2022B00300Deputy Leo Varadkar: I am glad that journalists are armed with cameras, as, increasingly, 
are citizens by means of their smartphones�  We would not know as much about what is hap-
pening in Ukraine, Israel, Palestine, Venezuela, Cuba, and North Korea, were it not for the fact 
that we have journalists and cameras�  They are not weapons in any military sense, but the fact 
that journalists are armed with cameras is positive�  That is how we know what is happening�  
The truth is that we have economic relations with many countries�  I would love to live in a 
world where every country was a democracy upholding human rights at all times�  Israel is a 
democracy but it does not uphold human rights at all times�  That is particularly the case when 
it comes to its treatment of Palestinians�  We have economic relations with the Gulf states and 
China, which are not even democracies at all, whereas Israel is�  We have decided not to engage 
in boycotts of many countries around the world, but we have strict rules about Israel, which 
restrict engagement with Israeli companies that are active in settlement areas�

19/05/2022B00400Deputy Paul Murphy: In March, the Minister said his Department was studying the Am-
nesty International report�  Has he studied it yet?  What conclusions has he drawn from it?  Am-
nesty International indicted Israel for operating a racist and cruel system of apartheid against 
the Palestinian people, which is a crime against humanity�  It stated that Israel deliberately 
denies Palestinians their basic rights and freedoms and that its blockade on Gaza leaves the 
area in a state of “perpetual humanitarian crisis”, which amounts to a collective punishment of 
Gaza’s civilian population�  It states there is chronic, discriminatory underinvestment in Pales-
tinian communities in Israel, denial of the right to return for millions of Palestinian refugees, 
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the forcible transfer and expulsion of Palestinians from Israel and the occupied territories, the 
widespread and systematic use of administrative detention to imprison thousands, and decades 
of torture of Palestinian detainees, including children�  I could go on�  The Minister says there 
will be no consequences�  He will say a few words of condemnation, as will the Minister for 
Foreign Affairs next week, then he will proceed to pursue investment from Israel through the 
establishment of an IDA Ireland office.  That is utterly shameful.

19/05/2022B00500Deputy Leo Varadkar: There is no IDA Ireland office in Israel.  A part-time business con-
sultant represents IDA Ireland in Israel, which is quite different.  There are no plans to have an 
IDA Ireland office or permanent staff member in Israel.  We have part-time consultants in many 
countries in order that we have some representation on the ground�  The settlement policy in 
Israel is wrong and we condemn it�  We will not have any dealings, through this consultant, with 
any Israeli companies that are active in the settlement areas�  Israel’s treatment of Palestinians is 
wrong�  There is no equivocation from the Government on that part�  We need a bit of balance�  
It is a democracy.  When it comes to the rights of women and LGBT people, it is first and best 
in the region, compared with all of its neighbours, which needs to be acknowledged�  Israeli 
Arabs and Palestinians can vote in elections�  They are present in the parliament, they can serve 
as ministers, they can serve in the army, they can head up universities, and they can even captain 
the football team�  That would not have been the case for black people in South Africa�

19/05/2022B00550Industrial Relations

19/05/2022B006003� Deputy Louise O’Reilly asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment the intervention he can make in the case in which recommendations by the third-party 
industrial relations machinery of the State are being ignored by State-funded, contracted organi-
sations� [25328/22]

19/05/2022B00700Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: I raise the issue of an employee of a State-funded, contracted 
organisation who may have taken and won a case at the Workplace Relations Commission, 
WRC, but who has not received an award due to the inability of the State-funded, contracted 
organisation to pay the award�  The award is not being paid by the organisation�  There is no 
budget or funding for this�  Can a solution be found?

19/05/2022B00800Minister of State at the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (Deputy 
Damien English): It is important to emphasise that Ireland’s system of industrial relations is 
essentially voluntary in nature and that responsibility for the resolution of industrial disputes 
between employers and workers rests in the first instance with the employer, the workers and 
their representatives�  The State provides the industrial relations dispute settlement mechanisms 
to support parties in their efforts to resolve their differences.

The WRC and the Labour Court are independent offices of our Department.  Recommenda-
tions arising from the WRC and the Labour Court are not legally binding�  Therefore, the State 
cannot compel a party to comply with a recommendation�  While I would strongly encourage 
parties to comply with recommendations, the ultimate responsibility for the resolution of in-
dustrial disputes between employers and workers rests with the employer, the workers and their 
representatives.  I hope it clarifies the position for the Deputy.  I am sorry that I did not hear all 
of what he said�  There was an issue with the sound�

19/05/2022B00900Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: I was saying that it is a State-funded, contracted organisation�  
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A case was taken against it at the WRC�  The person won the case�  The organisation did not 
have the money to pay, because it was not in its budget�  That was the basis of the question�  It 
is a simple workers’ rights matter�  It is probably not on the radar of the Minister of State or 
Minister, so we wanted to raise it�  The overall objective of the WRC is to deliver a world class 
workplace relations service and employment rights framework for employees and employers�

Situations have arisen where the WRC has been totally disrespected�  This has happened 
where workers have taken a case against an employer that is wholly funded by the State and 
the situation unfolds is that the workers involved take a case to the WRC, win it and receive 
an award of monetary compensation�  They then seek that compensation from the State-funded 
employer�  However, the company does not have the money to pay it because of how it is fund-
ed�  As I said, there is a failure here to respect the work and remit of the WRC�  It is unfair and 
disrespectful to the worker who was wronged and won the case�  In most cases, the employer 
wants to pay the compensation but simply cannot afford to do so.  In other cases, employers 
never learn because they do not feel the financial implications of their wrongdoing.

19/05/2022B01000Deputy Damien English: I thank the Deputy�  I am sorry I could not hear at the start�  There 
was an issue with the sound�  I know the Deputy has not named the case�  I am not familiar with 
it because the details relating to it were not provided with the question�

19/05/2022B01100Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: It is not a specific case; it is a number of cases.  It is an 
anomaly�

19/05/2022B01200Deputy Damien English: It is a number of cases�  The system is not legally binding�  We 
urge all parties to these cases to honour the recommendations if they can and to follow the 
advice�  That is how it works best�  The arrangement has served us well over the last years�  In 
these disputes, the recommendation comes from the WRC and Labour Court and should be 
followed as well as possible in most cases�  We would always encourage that�  The funding of 
any State-funded organisation is a matter for the Minister with responsibility for the area in 
question�  I am not familiar with the case to which the Deputy referred, but Ireland’s system of 
industrial relations is essentially voluntary in nature�  Responsibility for the resolution of indus-
trial disputes between employers and workers rests with the employer, in the first instance, and 
with the workers and their representatives�  If it is an issue of funding, it should be discussed 
with the relevant Department and line Minister�

The Deputy inquired about the recourse available to an employee if an employer fails to act 
on a decision from the WRC or the Labour Court�  The Workplace Relations Act 2015 provides 
that if an employer in proceedings relating to a complaint or dispute referred to an adjudication 
officer under employment rights legislation fails to meet the terms of the decision within 56 
days, there is recourse to the District Court�

19/05/2022B01300Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: It is important to emphasise that I am not raising just one 
case�  Several people have taken unfair dismissal cases to the WRC, have won that case and 
then the organisation, which is a fully-funded State organisation, did not have the resources to 
pay out�  In view of these situations, what does the Minister advise the WRC to do in instances 
where it is making awards that are not being respected?  Will he meet with the WRC and trade 
unions on this matter so a solution can be found?  It is not a huge issue but it is affecting a num-
ber of people�  The Minister of State is probably not aware of it himself�  I do not mean that in a 
disrespectful way.  I wanted to flag it here as it has happened in a number of organisations that 
are totally State funded�
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19/05/2022C00200Deputy Damien English: We have been very clear here�  We should respect the advice and 
guidance of the WRC�  We encourage that�  Naturally we ask all parties to do that and we do 
that on a regular basis be it public or private organisations�  I am not familiar with the situa-
tions the Deputy is raising�  If it is a funding issue it has to be directly raised with the Minister 
or Department with responsibility for the agency or organisation�  I am happy to work with the 
Deputy on that�  I do not have the details and am not going to try to comment on something I am 
not aware of because there is always more to the story�  Naturally we ask that everyone would 
respect the WRC�  It has served the country well�  Our industrial relations operations are very 
well respected in general, have served us really well and do provide solutions in many cases�  I 
ask that all play their part�  If there is a particular case the Deputy wants to raise with me I am 
happy to speak to him�

19/05/2022C00300Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: It is really important to emphasise that it is not a specific case.  
We have a number of cases�

19/05/2022C00400Deputy Damien English: The Deputy keeps saying that but he keeps referring to a situa-
tion I do not know about�

19/05/2022C00500Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: I can come back to the Minister of State with a specific case 
but there are a number of them�

19/05/2022C00600Work Permits

19/05/2022C007004� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment the current processing time for work permit applications; his plans to reform the 
current scheme due to labour shortages within sectors of the economy; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [25657/22]

19/05/2022C00800Deputy Denis Naughten: Eight out of ten businesses are now struggling to fill vacancies 
and we need a suite of novel solutions to address this, including making work pay for those in 
low-paid employment, addressing youth unemployment, making our regions more attractive 
for employers and employees and reviewing the operation of our work permit system�

19/05/2022C00900Deputy Damien English: I thank Deputy Naughten for raising the question in respect of 
work permits�  I agree with him on the issue of access to skills�  Every company we talk to 
across the country raises the issue with us�  The regional enterprise plans will be of major as-
sistance in helping us focus our minds on this�  I also refer to the regional skills fora and various 
national skills strategies working across the Department of Education as well�  The solutions to 
this and the skills shortage are right across the system in developing skills, apprenticeships, fur-
ther education and training and a blend of higher education across nine Departments, including 
Social Protection; Enterprise, Trade and Employment; and the Department of Education�  All 
have a role in this, in conjunction with employers and agencies locally as well�

The Deputy referred to the permits as a part of a temporary solution�  They should never 
be seen as a long-term solution�  I am happy to focus on that because it is what the question is 
about.  Our Department has experienced a significant increase in applications for employment 
permits in the past year, impacting on processing times�  From the start of January to the end 
of December 2021, 27,666 applications were received, representing a 70% increase, showing 
there is a significant demand for permits as a solution to a labour shortage.  From the point of 
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view of my Department, it should not always be seen as a solution�  It can be of temporary 
assistance in an area of shortage of critical skills and that is fair enough but it should not be a 
long-term solution�

The legislation we are bringing forward this year will bring changes to the permit system 
to make it more flexible and reflect the nature of employment at any given time and will also 
introduce the option of a seasonal permit which will be of assistance in certain sectors�  On 
the overall terms and conditions of the permits system, during the review that happens twice a 
year we work with all the parent Departments and various sectors in respect of the terms and 
conditions�  We would generally agree that there is an opportunity, because of the high employ-
ment rate at the moment, to work on those terms and conditions and improve them�  There is a 
mechanism whereby we set them in conjunction with the various Departments�

On the specific matter the Deputy raised, I am happy to tease it through with him.

19/05/2022C01000Deputy Denis Naughten: The Minister of State is correct that the permit system is a short-
term solution but we do need that sticking plaster at the moment�  A constituent was on to me 
this morning whose holidays have been cancelled because the hotel in question has closed�  We 
are encouraging people to holiday at home but they are getting their deposits back for holidays�  
At the moment the effective waiting time for processing a work permit is seven months.  That is 
completely unacceptable when there is such a crisis in staffing.  The Minister of State needs to 
look again at the definition of the critical skills and ineligible occupations to deal with a short-
term issue that is causing a crisis right across our economy�

19/05/2022C01100Deputy Damien English: I do not think any of us would stand over the processing time 
for permits over the last year�  However, we have to recognise that the number of applications 
went up by 70% and those numbers are continuing to increase this year�  It looks like there will 
be over 35,000 permits applied for this year�  We have put an action plan together since last 
November under the guidance of the Tánaiste.  We have trebled the number of staff working in 
this sector and more than trebled the number of permits being issued per week�  This time last 
year an average of about 250 or 300 permits were processed per week�  Last week, for example, 
over 1,200 permits were processed and issued�  In the majority of cases they are successfully 
processed�  There has been a major improvement�  There was a backlog coming into this year 
of about 11,000 permits�  That is now down to under 6,000 and we are processing the general 
permits much more quickly than that�

The Deputy mentioned seven months�  That is not the case any more, thankfully�  The criti-
cal permits are down to about six weeks processing time, which I think is acceptable�  Naturally 
when we bring the general permits down to that level we will be able to go further with the six 
weeks�  The general employment permit was around 23 or 24 weeks and is back down to 16 
weeks with trusted partners and about 21 weeks-----

19/05/2022C01200Deputy Denis Naughten: Yesterday it was 22 weeks�

19/05/2022C01300Deputy Damien English: For non-trusted partners it is about 21 weeks�  With the team of 
people involved now, we are quite happy that we will make great inroads into that time over the 
next couple of weeks�  The 3,000 permits that were applied for since October in the horticulture 
and meat industry sectors are nearly all processed now which is a big bang�  That will help us 
focus on bringing the timeline well down from 21 weeks�

19/05/2022C01400Deputy Denis Naughten: Another short-term solution we could take is actually to make 



Dáil Éireann

448

work pay, particularly within our tax and welfare codes.  It should always be financially better 
for people to return to work�  We still have 4�8% unemployment and 5�6% youth unemploy-
ment�  We have a substantial number of people who are only willing to work three days a week 
because the system prohibits them from taking on overtime or working the full five days.  We 
have cliff-edge barriers like the PRSI barrier and the bizarre situation that social housing in-
come thresholds have not increased for the last decade while the cost of housing has more than 
doubled�  When are we going to address those real barriers?

19/05/2022C01500Deputy Damien English: A couple of issues there are not under our Department�  I under-
stand the report on social housing limits is with the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, at the 
moment and he hopes to bring forward those changes very soon�  He took questions on the mat-
ter here last week�  That would be a positive step�  We all recognise that they have not changed 
since 2011�  The social housing barrier and the housing assistance payment, HAP, scheme, were 
changed a number of years ago to make it easier for people to return to work�  The previous 
system under the rent allowance, as the Deputy will know, would have penalised people going 
back to work�  That does not happen now with the HAP�  People do not lose their payment as 
they would have done under the old ways�

I agree with the Deputy on the social welfare code and the matter of days versus hours�  
Some people could possibly take up work for a number of hours per day over five days as op-
posed to three days�  The old system, the Xs and Os as we called it, did not allow for that�  A 
number of reports have been laid before the Houses over the years and we should try to get 
change on that�  The Minister, Deputy Humphreys, is willing to look at the matter and has been 
working with her Department to see if we can change it�

On trying to fill the skills gap, there is a shortage of people in many sectors, not all of them 
in critical skills�  We have to look at every mechanism�  That involves working with the sector�  
We engage with the hospitality sector and will prioritise it in respect of chefs and so on�  These 
next couple of months are key for them�  We also have to work with sectors such as retail, 
hospitality and agriculture around solutions and training�  I highlight the Pathways to Work 
programme.  There is a lot of assistance there for employers and helping people get off the 
live register.  Schemes like the job placement scheme are very effective but are not being fully 
utilised�  Everybody has to play their part if we are to solve the labour shortage issue�

19/05/2022C01600Climate Action Plan

19/05/2022C017005� Deputy Richard O’Donoghue asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade 
and Employment the role of his Department in incentivising a technology-neutral approach to 
climate action until an alternative can be reached; if his attention has been drawn to the carbon 
emissions reductions that can be achieved by the use of biofuels as a solution to both transport 
and home-heating; whether his Department has considered initiatives to incentivise further re-
search and development in biofuels or other supports to the biofuels industry; and if he will 
make a statement on the matter� [25420/22]

19/05/2022C01800Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: Is the Minister going to incentivise the technology-neutral 
approach to climate action until an alternative can be reached?  Is he aware of the carbon emis-
sions reductions that can be achieved by the use of biofuels as a solution for 10% of transport 
and 50% of home heating?  Has the Department considered initiatives to incentivise further 
research and development in biofuels or other supports to the biofuels industry?
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19/05/2022D00100Deputy Leo Varadkar: My Department and I are aware of the need to decarbonise our 
economy and society�  It is my view that we will need to exploit all opportunities and means of 
carbon abatement available to us as we seek to achieve very ambitious decarbonisation before 
2030 and transition to a net zero carbon economy by 2050�

Officials in my Department have met representatives of Liquid Gas Ireland, a representa-
tive association for the leading suppliers of BioLPG to rural homes and businesses, and have 
been made aware of the abatement potential achievable from the use of biofuels�  While home 
heating, transport fuels and their decarbonisation do not fall not within the policy remit of my 
Department, it is clear that a range of interventions will be necessary to achieve the level of 
abatement required�  Government policy will need to support households and businesses to 
make cost-efficient choices to meet that ambition.  We must, of course, do this in a way that 
meets the highest standards of sustainability�  The EU renewable energy directive provides de-
tailed rules for the application and administration of sustainability and criteria for greenhouse 
gas emissions saving to biofuels, bioliquids and biomass fuels�

Since 2010, increasing volumes of biofuels have been introduced to the Irish conventional 
fuel mix through a biofuel blending obligation on fuel suppliers�  I am aware that the use of bio-
fuels is already one of the main aspects of land transport decarbonisation and that the Minister 
for Transport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, published a policy statement on renewable fuels for trans-
port in November 2021�  The statement sets out a roadmap for the supply and use of renewable 
energy in transport to meet Ireland’s national commitments in Climate Action Plan 2021 and 
European obligations under the renewable energy directive�

My Department is working closely with stakeholders to equip businesses to take climate ac-
tion, preparing themselves for our transition to a low-carbon economy and therefore making our 
enterprise and employment base more resilient�  My Department received €55 million in EU 
funding under Ireland’s national recovery and resilience plan to help manufacturing companies 
to reduce their emissions�  To incentivise the early adoption and research of technologies to 
deliver on carbon dioxide abatement from manufacturing combustion emissions, funding under 
these programmes will focus on businesses using fossil fuels that can install new technologies 
leading to significant reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.

19/05/2022D00200Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: Biofuels comprise just one of the many ways in which we 
can combat climate change and offer a genuine option while still allowing so many people in 
Ireland to earn a living�  While there are many other options to combat climate change, using 
biodigesters to capture gas and sell it to the grid can help reduce our emissions�  Some farmers 
are asking to be energy farmers by growing grasses that can be used in biodigesters along with 
manure, food waste and timber residue�  The land would be put aside for biofuel production, 
minimising the requirement for nitrogen that comes from Russia�  Buying oil from America 
does not contribute to anything in our circular economy�  In his role as Minister for Enterprise, 
Trade and Employment, the Tánaiste needs to get buy-in and not leave it to the Departments 
responsible for agriculture, climate and the environment�  He should spearhead what I propose 
for enterprise in this country�

19/05/2022D00300Deputy Leo Varadkar: I thank the Deputy.  Biofuels definitely have a role to play.  My 
Department very much acknowledges that�  That we have biofuel obligations for petrol and 
diesel is evidence of that�  However, it is important to state all fuels are not equally green�  Wind 
energy and solar energy are 100% green�  If green hydrogen can be produced, it would be 100% 
green too�  Biofuels are often made from animal omissions, which means animals are needed�  
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With more animals, one has to account for the impact�  The use of agricultural land that could 
be used for food production for fuel production has an impact on the amount of food produced 
and, potentially, the cost of food�  These approaches need to be considered in the round but I 
definitely agree biofuels are part of the solution.  My Department has engaged with Liquid Gas 
Ireland on this�  As we develop schemes and programmes to assist businesses to decarbonise, I 
believe that biofuels will be part of the mix�

19/05/2022D00400Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: I thank the Tánaiste�  Does he know that the climate action 
committee, chaired by Deputy Leddin, who is from Limerick, has refused in writing to meet 
industries such as biofuel industries that want to use our natural products in this country?  Is 
he aware that the excess biofuel produced in this country is exported?  Biofuels can reduce our 
emissions from home heating if we mix them with home heating oil in the order of 50%�  This 
would help where people have no alternatives, and they would still be doing their bit to reduce 
emissions�  Can the Tánaiste put a structure in place with Gas Networks Ireland, the ESB and 
the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland?  In this way, so many could sell to the grid while 
playing their part in combating climate change�

The Tánaiste must support industry in a meaningful way with business support schemes and 
by building enterprise around the structures�  What I propose is for people who have no alterna-
tives�  We are talking about a just transition, and this means bringing people with us�  By using 
biofuels, we can reduce emissions using farmland when there are no alternatives�  At present, 
there are none�

19/05/2022D00500Deputy Leo Varadkar: I was not aware that the committee did not agree to the meeting�  I 
do not know the details behind it, so I would prefer not to comment on it�  However, my Depart-
ment officials have met representatives of Liquid Gas Ireland and are certainly willing to hear 
what they have to say�  Pretty much everyone in Ireland has electricity�  The best alternative is 
electricity�  Electricity produced from wind and solar is the best option, but there is space for 
other options�  For heating, electricity might not always be practical, so there is space for other 
solutions too�

19/05/2022D00600Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

19/05/2022D00700Covid-19 Pandemic

19/05/2022D008006� Deputy Catherine Connolly asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment further to Parliamentary Question No� 191 of 26 April 2022, the status of his en-
gagement at EU and WTO levels with regard to the waiving of intellectual property rights in 
respect of Covid-19 vaccines; and if he will make a statement on the matter�  [25369/22]

19/05/2022D0090033� Deputy Paul Murphy asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment his views that an Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights, 
TRIPS’ waiver should be agreed at the WTO in order to ensure access to Covid vaccines and 
therapeutics� [25228/22]

19/05/2022D0100037� Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment if he will detail his engagements in relation to the introduction of a TRIPS waiver 
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on Covid-19 vaccines and technology; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25339/22]

19/05/2022D0110052� Deputy Darren O’Rourke asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment if he will provide an update on the prospect of a TRIPS waiver for Covid-19 vac-
cines and technologies; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [24866/22]

19/05/2022D0120058� Deputy Louise O’Reilly asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment if he will use his position on the Council of Ministers of Trade to encourage the 
introduction of a TRIPS waiver on Covid-19 vaccines and technology� [25349/22]

19/05/2022D0130059� Deputy Gary Gannon asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment if he will support the Covid-19 TRIPS waiver; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter� [22977/22]

19/05/2022D01400Deputy Catherine Connolly: My question relates specifically to the waiving of intellectual 
property rights in respect of Covid-19 vaccines given their uneven distribution�  I ask for an up-
date on the waiving of the rights and the Minister of State’s engagement at EU and WTO levels�

19/05/2022D01500Deputy Damien English: I propose to take Questions Nos� 6, 33, 37, 52, 58 and 59 to-
gether�  I thank Deputy Connolly and her colleagues for tabling them�

As we have outlined previously to both Houses, universal and equitable access to safe, ef-
fective and affordable vaccines, diagnostics and treatments is crucial in the global fight against 
Covid-19�  This is at the heart of the Irish Government’s international response to the pandemic, 
and governments in the developed world must do more to ensure this happens�  As a member of 
the EU, we have been fully engaged in the overall EU response concerning the TRIPS waiver�  
The EU believes that there is no single solution, that a multipronged approach is needed and 
that discussions should concentrate on how the intellectual property system can contribute to-
wards increasing the manufacturing capacity and equitable access to vaccines around the world�

Since last autumn, the EU has participated in the informal discussions on the intellectual 
property element of the WTO response to the Covid-19 pandemic with representatives of South 
Africa, India, and the US, known as the Quad group�  These discussions have been detailed and 
protracted, and a potential compromise proposal has now emerged that offers the most promis-
ing path toward achieving a meaningful outcome�

The EU believes that the compromise proposal addresses the concerns of South Africa and 
developing countries regarding the possibility of authorising the manufacturers to produce Co-
vid-19 vaccines without the consent of patent owners�  It also streamlines procedures to facili-
tate faster production of vaccines, while at the same time maintaining a functioning intellectual 
property framework necessary for the development of new vaccines and medicines�

Since we last engaged on this matter, the proposal has been presented to the full WTO 
membership for consideration, and agreement will require the consensus of all WTO members�  
Ireland will continue to engage constructively with the European Commission and other EU 
member states on the EU position on the compromise proposal in order to reach an agreement 
as soon as possible�

Global production of Covid-19 vaccines has substantially increased, with production ex-
pected to reach 18 billion to 19 billion by mid-2022�  This means that, by the middle of this year, 
we will have a sufficient number of vaccines for everybody in the world, including for booster 
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campaigns�  Vaccine supply currently exceeds demand�

As vaccine production is no longer the main issue of concern, the international community 
is now focused on the need to rapidly build capacity in low-income countries for health care 
workers, cold-chain logistics and information sharing so that demand for vaccines will increase 
in line with supply and vaccines can be safely administered on the scale needed to meet the 
WHO’s vaccination target of 70%�

The EU is committed to the equitable distribution of COVID-19 vaccines, with a focus on 
supporting Africa, where vaccination rates are lower than in other parts of the world�  The EU 
has led the way in global solidarity as the world’s largest exporter of Covid-19 vaccines, with 
over 2.1 billion finished doses exported to 166 countries by March 2022 and over €4 billion 
committed in financial support to COVAX from all the EU members.  The Government has to 
date committed to the donation of €13�5 million and 5 million vaccines to the COVAX facility�  
Vaccines have already been delivered to countries including Uganda, Nigeria, Indonesia, Ghana 
and Burkina Faso, with further deliveries expected to follow shortly�

19/05/2022D01600Deputy Catherine Connolly: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  The clearest 
sentence of his written response is the first, which states he believes in universal and equitable 
access to safe, effective and affordable vaccines.  I agree with the Minister of State completely, 
but that is not happening�  Europe has led the way with a market approach to the production and 
distribution of vaccines, meaning we are left with the companies making a huge profit and a to-
tally inequitable system�  Vaccine inequity persists, according to Oxfam�  Some 13% of people 
in low-income industries have received two doses, compared with 75% of those in high-income 
industries�  Less than 1% of people in low-income countries are boosted, compared with more 
than 60% in Ireland.  The figures speak for themselves, as do the figures for public funding.  Up 
to 97% has gone into AstraZeneca for research and development�  We are unclear what public 
funds went into the other companies to help them have massive profits.  The sentence in the 
beginning has not been followed through�

19/05/2022E00200Deputy Paul Murphy: We had a hearing on this in the Joint Committee on Enterprise, 
Trade and Employment last week�  What we heard from the representatives of Médecins Sans 
Frontières, Oxfam and the pharmaceutical industry was shocking�  Médecins Sans Frontières 
said literally millions of people have died as a consequence of the failure to give a TRIPS 
waiver�  We heard about the almost $100 billion in public funding given to the pharmaceutical 
industry to develop these vaccines and about the significant profits, which were not contested 
by the pharmaceutical industry�  Three of the biggest companies are making $1,000 per minute 
in profits from the vaccines.  There is massive profiteering.

Yesterday at our private meeting we agreed unanimously, including Deputies from Govern-
ment-supporting parties, to send a letter to the Tánaiste asking him to agree to a Government 
position in favour of a TRIPS waiver�  The committee’s position was clear�  It will be interesting 
to see what the Government says in response�

19/05/2022E00300Deputy Darren O’Rourke: The Minister of State said he was committed to universal ac-
cess and that it is crucial.  The rest of his response reflects how from this Government and at 
European level there has been fudge, kicking it down the road and the line in relation to there 
being no single solution�  Previously, it was suggested that the answer was not a TRIPS waiver 
and compulsory licensing might be a better option�  Delay, delay, delay�  All that delay denies 
people access to vaccines�
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The presentation at the Oireachtas committee from Professor Aisling McMahon pointed 
to the weakness of the QUAD proposal�  It is weaker than the initial proposal that was being 
considered�  It primarily applies to patents and not to other IP rights�  She spelled out the weak-
nesses of the proposal and it is not acceptable�

19/05/2022E00400Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: At the recent meeting of the Joint Committee on Enterprise, 
Trade and Employment, we heard from Médecins Sans Frontières, Oxfam and representatives 
of the pharmaceutical industry.  We also had a significant number of written submissions on the 
TRIPS issue�  We learned that only 13% of people are double vaccinated in low- and middle-
income countries and 1% boosted.  We face a significant global problem.  If we believe the 
mantra that nobody is safe until everybody is safe, then we must act urgently�  If we fail to act 
now, we will not be as prepared for the next pandemic or outbreak and low- and middle-income 
countries will be left behind again�  The pharmaceutical companies which attended the meeting 
focused on the need to invest but representatives from Médecins Sans Frontières and Oxfam 
were clear that, given much of the investment has been through public funding, it is the global 
public who should be the beneficiaries.  The HIV-AIDS epidemic showed us the way.  There 
was no significant progress until medicines were made freely available.  Millions of lives were 
saved by ending the lack of access�

I wrote to the Tánaiste yesterday in my capacity as chair of the Joint Committee on Enter-
prise, Trade and Employment with the committee’s full support to ask him to support a TRIPS 
waiver�  Will he commit to doing that?

19/05/2022E00500Deputy Damien English: I was not at that committee but will be happy to read back over 
the submissions on that�  I have not had a chance to get a sense of what is being put forward�  
Much of the debate on this, including the debates we had in these Houses, focused on supply�  
The EU always took the position that that would not necessarily be the issue and there were 
many other parts of it, including the capacity of those countries to administer the vaccine and 
the demand�  It is clear now that supply is not the issue and the EU was right�  The Deputies will 
all disagree but the facts are there�  The supply of vaccine is up to the level required�

Compromise proposals are being put forward at the WTO�  It is not just Europe�  It is the 
WTO�  Europe is one player and has led on this in relation to distribution and exportation�  Oth-
ers might have to question themselves on that outside the EU, but the EU has played its part�  
The compromise text will be beneficial and will help with that.  It has been worked on since 
last autumn�  The Government has supported it and it is now informally in those trade talks�  I 
think a meeting is scheduled for the end of this month or early June to try to arrive at a formal 
decision, which I think will be positive� 

We have to continue to support access to manufacture and production, as well as investment 
in the systems in these countries to be able to administer the vaccine�  Healthcare workers, lo-
gistics, information-sharing and demand for vaccines are all part of it�  I do not agree that the 
EU has held this back�  The EU is part of the world trade talks�

The Government did not oppose the Seanad motion�  There was agreement on everyone’s 
intention but there is more than one way to achieve it�  The discussion I heard always focused 
on supply being the issue, but it is not necessarily the supply�

I turn to the issue of the investment of public money�  Much work at our level and European 
level is to recognise the importance of giving greater access to vaccines and to protect our IP 



Dáil Éireann

454

regime now and for the future�  We talk about public money invested in bringing forward the 
vaccines quickly, and I have always acknowledged the massive public investment all over the 
world, but that was combined with massive private investment for many years before that�  The 
vaccines used have involved a combination of new research with investment and development 
over many years�  We want to continue that investment�

I have had debates in this House over many years on investment in research and develop-
ment�  A few Members believe that should all be done by public money�  That does not get the 
best results or lead to the best development of potential medical interventions, solutions, drugs 
and so on�  We need the blend and combination of private and public money to achieve greater 
impact.  That is not acknowledged by some contributors here, and I accept that.  We differ and 
believe it is important to have a right model that encourages private investment as well as public 
to get the best products developed for people�  

19/05/2022E00600Deputy Catherine Connolly: Two years after a pandemic was declared, we have an in-
equitable system in relation to vaccines�  The European Commission has led a system that has 
facilitated profiteering by private companies with public money and a total indemnity against 
any possible cause of action against them in relation to trial vaccines�  Then we blamed other 
countries and said they had not the capacity when that was illustrated to be totally false�  Now 
we are going down the road of a supposed compromise, which the committee, after hearing the 
evidence recently, has pointed out is not the way to go�  Professor Aisling McMahon has been 
mentioned and I do not have the time to go through what she highlighted�  The Minister of 
State should read it.  I do not accept this model of profiteering on public money for the benefit 
of companies when the approach should be what happened in relation to AIDS and the generic 
production of essential vaccines�

19/05/2022E00700Deputy Paul Murphy: The Minister of State is closing his eyes to the truth and resting 
in a comfortable ideology that the free market is delivering�  What happened was $100 billion 
of public money was employed because the public said we needed to develop vaccines and 
therapeutics as quickly as possible.  That benefit was privatised.  Earlier, I said they are making 
$1,000 profit per minute.  I meant $1,000 per second.  That is Pfizer, Moderna and BioNTech.  
These companies spend more on advertising than on research.  That is true of Pfizer, for ex-
ample�

It is not true that there is no problem in terms of supply�  It came out clearly at the committee 
that, particularly with mRNA vaccines, which are the best quality, there is a huge problem with 
supply�  That is why only one in six people in Africa is fully vaccinated�  The compromise is not 
good enough�  It covers vaccines but not therapeutics�  It covers patents but not other intellec-
tual property barriers such as trade secrets�  It does not cover every country�  It requires agree-
ment on a case-by-case basis by each country, which makes it extremely cumbersome�  All of it 
is designed to protect the profits of the corporations and that will result in more people dying.

19/05/2022F00200Deputy Darren O’Rourke: Clearly, the position of the Ministry and the Government has 
been about holding the line�  It has been holding the line at European level with an eye to in-
terests there and pharmaceutical interests in Ireland�  That is what it has been about�  There has 
been fudge and the use of language to kick the ball down the road�  If we wait long enough, 
supply will not be an issue�  What we wanted from the Government was urgent action and in-
tervention�  We wanted it to show leadership and be brave in this regard�  These are the brave 
decisions the Government claims it takes, while stating that the Opposition is not fit for the 
tough decisions�  These are the tough decisions the Irish people want the Government to take 
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on their behalf�  The people of Ireland are generous in their spirit�  They want Ireland to lead 
on the international stage but the Government has failed to do so�  That is completely shameful�

19/05/2022F00300Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: I echo some of the remarks of my colleague�  The committee 
met with several stakeholders�  Yesterday, we agreed on a letter to be sent to the Tánaiste�  Ob-
viously, the committee comprises 15 members of all parties and none�  In the letter, we ask the 
Tánaiste to support the TRIPS waiver�  He probably has not received it yet, in fairness�  I sent it 
to him yesterday�  I ask him to read it carefully�  If he so wishes, we can send him the submis-
sions we received�  Those submissions are stark�  Millions of people have died as a result of the 
failure to implement the TRIPS waiver�  It is not just about this pandemic; it is about consider-
ing future pandemics�  There has been a massive investment of public moneys in research�  It is 
not all private money that went in there�  It is important that we get this right�

19/05/2022F00400Deputy Damien English: The Deputies have raised a few issues there�  The debate has 
not changed much�  They are very much focused on IP and the IP regime�  The position of the 
EU has always been that that is not where the sole focus should be�  The Deputies and I have 
differed on that for many months.  I am not going to change their minds here.  I am happy to 
consider the letter that was sent to us by the committee and to respond on it�

I have always said that a combination of public and private money is being invested in solu-
tions in this regard.  There has never been any dispute about that.  The figures are there.

I am not aware of the advertising budgets of the companies mentioned by Deputy Paul Mur-
phy�  I seriously doubt that he is correct that they spend more on advertising than on research 
and development�  If he is right, I will give way to that�  I have not seen any evidence in that 
regard�  It is something in which I would be interested�

Public and private collaboration has been contributing significantly to the development of 
treatments for and vaccines against Covid-19�  The development of new therapeutics is based 
on years of research and clinical trials and, if successful, developing manufacturing capacity 
and distribution networks, which are not necessarily publicly funded�  Intellectual property is a 
crucial incentive for the research and development of novel vaccines, medicines and treatments, 
as well as investment in production capacity.  Experts agree - the Deputies have a different view, 
based on what they have heard from the experts to whom they have listened - that the current 
Covid vaccines were produced in record time as industry was able to piggy-back on years of 
investment in other vaccine productions which has been incentivised by, in part, a supportive 
intellectual property regime�  That is something we want to protect not just for now, but for 
the future because we recognise that the best results in the development of the best products 
and medical solutions come from a combination of public and private money�  That has to be 
recognised�

As regards dealing with what is happening now, to be clear in respect of our role in this 
with the EU, trade is an exclusive competence of the EU and, accordingly, the negotiations 
on TRIPS, as a trade matter, are led by the EU�  We feed into that�  Ireland engages with the 
European Commission and other EU member states on the EU position for the WTO discus-
sions on the TRIPS waiver�  The EU has not necessarily agreed with the TRIPS waiver on the 
grounds that intellectual property rights are not the primary obstacle to access to the supply of 
vaccines around the world�  I am conscious that the Deputies are convinced that IP rights are the 
primary obstacle in that regard, based on what they have heard from the people to whom they 
have listened, and I accept their position, but it is not a position that is necessarily accepted by 
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everybody else�  Since last autumn, the EU has actively engaged in informal discussions with 
representatives of South Africa, India and the US with regard to the process�

19/05/2022F00500Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): I thank the Minister of State�  We have 
spent a significant amount of time on this question.

19/05/2022F00600Deputy Paul Murphy: In 2020, Pfizer, Novartis and GlaxoSmithKline all spent more on 
sales and marketing than on research and development�

19/05/2022F00700Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): We have spent a large amount of time 
on questions on this issue this morning�

19/05/2022F00750Foreign Direct Investment

19/05/2022F008007� Deputy Bernard J. Durkan asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment the extent to which foreign direct investment continues to be a positive feature for 
job creation in County Kildare and throughout the country; and if he will make a statement on 
the matter� [25396/22]

19/05/2022F00900Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: To what extent do County Kildare and the rest of the country 
continue to be attractive places for foreign direct investment?  How is it working in light of the 
new regime on corporation profits tax?

19/05/2022F01000Deputy Leo Varadkar: Despite economic and social upheaval across the globe, Ireland 
has continued to attract foreign direct investment at record levels�  Last year, the number of 
people directly employed in the multinational sector reached 275,000 - the highest level of 
employment from foreign direct investment ever and well over 10% of total employment in 
the State�  In 2021, more than 29,000 new jobs were created by IDA Ireland client companies�  
The benefits of these new jobs, as well as the 249 new investments won, have a positive impact 
throughout Ireland, with employment growth recorded in every region of the country�  Indeed, 
more than half of IDA Ireland investments occurred outside Dublin�

In the mid-east region, which includes Kildare, almost 19,000 people are employed in en-
terprises that are headquartered overseas�  This number has steadily increased by 8% through 
the past five years.  In 2021, there were 32 IDA client companies in Kildare, employing almost 
10,000 people.  Intel, Hewlett Packard and Procter & Gamble all have significant sites in the 
county�  Last month alone, investments were announced from Nikon Europe and MGS Manu-
facturing that amount to 140 new jobs for Kildare�  Those jobs will be based in Leixlip�

County Kildare and neighbouring counties in the mid-east region have a significant ecosys-
tem of well-established companies in a variety of sectors, including technology, life sciences, 
international financial services and engineering and industrial technologies.  In recent years, the 
area has also benefited from significant investment in the food and film industries.

As the Deputy is aware, in March, the Minister of State, Deputy English, launched the mid-
east regional enterprise plan�  Its objectives focus on the region’s areas of strength, including 
agrifood, screen content creation, the equine sector, the region’s acceleration to low-carbon, and 
ensuring the enterprise ecosystem in the region is strong�  I recently received Government ap-
proval to develop a new White Paper on enterprise policy�  This is about ensuring we do not take 
our economic strength for granted and that we ensure job creation and investment continues, 
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including in counties such as Kildare�

19/05/2022F01100Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Tánaiste for his reply�  To what extent, if any, does 
discourse continue at international level in respect of corporation profits tax?  How might that 
affect Ireland?  Are there likely to be further changes in that area?

19/05/2022F01200Deputy Leo Varadkar: I thank the Deputy.  I know he will acknowledge that our offering 
or attractiveness to foreign direct investment has always been about more than our low and 
stable corporation profit tax rate.  It is about our talent pool, the availability of qualified staff, 
our track record in terms of political and economic stability, our infrastructure and our position 
in the eurozone.  We have always been able to offer an attractive package of reasons, if one 
likes, to invest in Ireland.  Our low and stable corporation profit tax rate is only one aspect of 
that�  Certainly in my engagement with large companies in the US a few weeks ago, they were 
happy that there is now an international agreement on corporation profit tax.  The main issue 
for them is that it should be low, but also stable rather than going up and down with economic 
cycles or changes of Government�  They are reassured by it�  The big test now is whether it will 
get done�  It has to get through the European Union and the US Congress and that is less certain 
at the moment than it was previously.  I remain confident it can happen, however.

19/05/2022F01300Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: To what extent is foreign direct investment being encouraged 
towards the regions in order to ensure a balance in the population and the workforce?  That 
has obvious economic benefits for the working population and investment generally in the 
economy�

19/05/2022F01400Deputy Leo Varadkar: I am not sure I picked up exactly what the Deputy said there but he 
can be assured that we will continue to promote Kildare as a place to invest�  It has enormous 
potential, given the assets and infrastructure there and its proximity to Dublin and Dublin Air-
port�  We will continue to press for more investment and jobs in the county�

Questions Nos. 8 and 9 replied to with Written Answers.

19/05/2022F01550Job Creation

19/05/2022F0160010� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment the steps that he is taking to support job creation in regional towns; and if he will 
make a statement on the matter� [23489/22]

19/05/2022F0165030� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment the steps that he is taking to support job creation in locations outside cities; and if 
he will make a statement on the matter� [23490/22]

19/05/2022F01700Deputy Denis Naughten: Some eight in ten businesses are now struggling to fill vacancies.

10 o’clock

We need a suite of new and novel solutions to address this�  The highest level of demand is 
across the banking, finance and insurance sectors.  These are jobs that can be done in any part 
of this country�  To achieve this, we need to make our regions far more attractive not just for 
employers, but for employees as well�



Dáil Éireann

458

19/05/2022G00200Deputy Leo Varadkar: I propose to take Questions Nos� 10 and 30 together�

I believe we can achieve a record number of 2�5 million people at work in Ireland by 2024�  
That means full employment and a job for everyone who wants one�  It also means ensuring job 
opportunities in all parts of Ireland in order to achieve balanced regional development�

The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and its agencies have a strong role to 
play in this agenda through direct assistance to businesses, as well as promotion and enhance-
ment of regional locations as places for businesses to invest and create jobs�  Enterprise Ireland 
is targeting 45,000 jobs over the next three years, while Industrial Development Authority, 
IDA, Ireland has made progress in boosting investment in regional locations�  In 2021, of the 
249 investments secured by the IDA, over half were for locations outside Dublin�

The local enterprise offices, LEOs, are at the very heart of business development and en-
trepreneurship in towns and communities across all regions�  The LEOs have just come out of 
an eighth consecutive year of growth with 7,400 new jobs created by LEO clients in 2021�  We 
will also make sure that town centre first policy, a policy that focuses on regeneration of rural 
towns and villages, aligns with our plans as a Department�  The new regional enterprise plans 
to 2024 reinforce and build on the core activities of the IDA, Enterprise Ireland, the LEOs and 
other State bodies involved in enterprise development�

Up to €180 million is being made available over the next few years to develop and imple-
ment collaborative and innovative enterprise projects that will not just sustain, but add to em-
ployment at county, regional and national level�  To create a strong pipeline of projects for 
future funding calls, Enterprise Ireland has also announced a new competitive priming and 
feasibility scheme of up to €5 million�  This scheme has just closed for applications�

We want the main regional centres to develop as viable alternatives for investment, with 
significant funding being channelled through the Project Ireland 2040.  The national broadband 
plan and the potential of remote working also opens up new opportunities for enterprise in rural 
locations�

As the Deputy is aware, in 2020, Harmac Medical Products announced a major investment 
in its facility at Castlerea to accelerate the manufacturing of surgical masks and non-invasive 
ventilation products, creating 60 new roles�  I understand that all of these roles have now been 
filled.  In 2021, an Enterprise Ireland client company, namely, Chanelle Pharma, announced 
plans for 60 jobs in Ballinasloe and a €5 million investment in the old Aptar facility�

19/05/2022G00300Deputy Denis Naughten: As the Tánaiste knows, we discussed the idea of the hub-and-
spoke strategy as set out in Project Ireland 2040 around the Cabinet table�  The Government 
took the decision the designate Athlone as the new potential city, helping to attract IDA jobs and 
investment into the region and ensuring that it is now fast becoming the silicon heartlands, with 
a bigger percentage of the workforce employed in software development than any other town in 
Ireland or the UK.  Towns such as Roscommon have an abundance of ready-to-move-into office 
space�  The objective behind this strategy of creating Athlone as a hub was to use it as a hook to 
bring investment into the surrounding towns of Tullamore, Mullingar, Longford, Roscommon 
and Ballinasloe�  However, that is not being achieved at the moment�  What are the Department 
and the Tánaiste doing to achieve that?

19/05/2022G00400Deputy Leo Varadkar: In Project Ireland 2040 and the national spatial strategy, we took 
the view that we needed to make sure that the major development centres were not just the five 
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major cities.  We identified Athlone, Letterkenny with Derry, Sligo and Drogheda-Dundalk as 
potential growth centres�  It makes enormous sense that Athlone should be one of those, given 
its location in the middle of the country in the midlands�  We have seen major investments in 
Athlone in recent years�  It is becoming a hub for investment and industry�  The pipeline is very 
good for Athlone and there will be more announcements coming in the next couple of months, 
which will be very positive�

On the hub-and-spoke model that the Deputy described, getting jobs in Longford, Mullingar 
and Roscommon town and so on is a little bit more complicated, but it is what we are trying to 
do�  There are some good examples of companies that are willing to take spaces in other towns, 
but they will often have their own reasons around it.  Certainly, the banking and finance area 
has huge sensitivities about data protection and do not like the idea of people working off-site.  
They were favourable to it in the pandemic because it was necessary but are reluctant about it 
now�

19/05/2022G00500Deputy Denis Naughten: We have an ideal site in Carrick-on-Shannon for that�  I want 
to focus on this pipeline coming to Athlone, which is very positive�  However, as the Tánaiste 
knows, we have a challenge in Athlone on both the Roscommon and the Westmeath sides in 
terms of available development land�  Yet, 15 minutes up the road we have 50 acres of develop-
ment land with water, waste water, fibre optic cable, gas and the motorway on the IDA campus 
and adjoining lands at St� Brigid’s Hospital in Ballinasloe�  I have asked the Tánaiste before and 
he has agreed to look at the potential for the IDA to purchase some of those lands at St� Brigid’s 
and develop a new industrial park there, just west of Athlone, to exploit that pipeline that is 
coming into Athlone at the moment�  Can I get a commitment from the Tánaiste that the IDA 
will secure additional lands there and will market that campus in Ballinasloe?

19/05/2022G00600Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: On the general move to the regions, I would strongly support 
the concept�  However, not only to the major towns, but to the smaller villages as well, in order 
to draw the intense population away from the major centres and bring them into the rural heart-
land, ensuring the future growth of a rural economy and rural stability�

19/05/2022G00700Deputy Leo Varadkar: I thank the Deputies for their remarks�  We have some very good 
IDA lands and a very good IDA site in Ballinasloe�  The priority there would be to get it de-
veloped and get jobs into it�  I do not know whether we need to expand it or not to include the 
old St� Brigid’s Hospital lands but I will certainly speak to the IDA about that�  Decisions on 
property transactions are not made by the Minister for very good reasons so I cannot make a 
commitment on it because that is beyond my powers�  However, I will certainly speak to the 
CEO of the IDA about it.  I have been to the land in Ballinasloe and I would be confident that 
we would be able to secure investment there at some point in the future�  There is also quite a 
significant land bank in Athenry as well, which I think could be useful in the future too.

19/05/2022G00800Deputy Denis Naughten: If we look at towns such as Roscommon that are-----

19/05/2022G00900Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): The Deputy has exhausted his interven-
tions�

19/05/2022G01000Deputy Denis Naughten: No�  There are two questions grouped together�  I have four in-
terventions on two questions�

19/05/2022G01100Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): That is not as I understand it�
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19/05/2022G01200Deputy Denis Naughten: The Standing Orders are quite clear�

19/05/2022G01300Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): Can I clarify-----

19/05/2022G01400Deputy Denis Naughten: The Standing Orders are quite clear�  Where there are two ques-
tions grouped together, there are four interventions�  The questions are in my name, so I have 
four interventions�

19/05/2022G01500Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): I am prepared to give the Deputy anoth-
er minute�  The Deputy has four interventions, but will he console himself with one additional 
minute?

19/05/2022G01600Deputy Denis Naughten: I will�  If we look at towns such as Roscommon, they are reliant 
on indigenous employers.  However, the supports for employers with more than ten staff are 
only focused on the export sector and the issue of import substitution is ignored�  This strategy 
needs to change post-Covid, particularly when we have seen the threats we have had to supply 
chains�  Will the Tánaiste review that?

Second, before the end of this decade, this country will have the most geographically ex-
tensive web of pure fibre telecommunications network in the world.  This will be developed 
all around the major provincial towns within the next 18 months�  We need a new national and 
international strategy to attract inward investment into those provincial towns which have a 
unique offering.

19/05/2022G01700Deputy Leo Varadkar: Under the new Enterprise Ireland strategy, the traditional ten em-
ployees or fewer rule has been relaxed.  Increasingly, we are supporting companies financially 
with loans and grants that are in that space of having more than ten employees but are not IDA 
or Enterprise Ireland clients�  Therefore, we have moved beyond that�  However, EU state aid 
rules apply.  EU state aid rules allow micro-companies to be treated differently and that is not 
something we can change�  Also, it does not make sense to give state aid to a company that will 
only take business from another company down the road�  That is why we tend to focus on those 
that are exporters�  The issue around import substitution is that it is potentially using state aid 
to take business from another European company�  Many of these measures are limited by EU 
state aid rules for good reason but, increasingly, we are supporting companies with more than 
ten employees�

On the opportunities that arise from the national broadband plan, Deputy Naughten is abso-
lutely right�  We are starting to see investments in towns that would not have traditionally seen 
investments, for example, in recent weeks, in Cashel and Mountmellick�  It is encouraging to 
see 40, 50 or 100 jobs being created in relatively small towns�  I want to see more of that�  The 
provision of fibre in the national broadband plan will open that up in a way that would not have 
been the case without it�

Question No. 11 answered with Question No. 8.

Question No. 12 replied to with Written Answers.
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19/05/2022H00350Labour Market

19/05/2022H0040013� Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment the steps taken by him to ensure that employers have access to an adequate pool 
of qualified potential employees to meet the requirements of the labour market; and if he will 
make a statement on the matter� [25234/22]

19/05/2022H00500Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: We have an unusual problem in this country at present, and that 
is that there seems to be a significant labour and skills shortage.  What is the Department doing 
to ensure that there will be an adequate pool of potential employees to meet the requirements 
of the labour market?

19/05/2022H00600Deputy Leo Varadkar: The period from early 2020 was a difficult one for many busi-
nesses.  Some sectors were more severely affected by public health restrictions than others and 
for a more prolonged period�  Throughout this time, the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment and its enterprise agencies engaged with businesses and put in place a range of 
financial assistance to help protect as many jobs and save as many businesses as possible.

The latest CSO figures for the final quarter of last year show that employment has recovered 
strongly�  This coincided with the easing of public health restrictions and Ireland’s vaccination 
programmes, highlighting the importance of the Government’s efforts to assist workers and 
businesses, especially through those wage supports which helped businesses maintain a link to 
their staff.

I fully understand that many businesses are now struggling with additional costs, particular-
ly the cost of energy and other inputs, linked to the pandemic and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine�  
I convened a meeting of the enterprise forum to hear first-hand how the war in Ukraine is af-
fecting businesses in Ireland and we are considering what further measures we can take to help 
companies�

We are very much aware of labour shortages in many sectors�  We must respond through a 
combination of training and upskilling, education systems, further education and training, and 
the employment permits regime, which the Minister of State, Deputy English, spoke about ear-
lier�  However, employment permits are only part of the answer�

Some of these shortfalls in labour are due to pre-existing structural shifts, which have been 
accelerated by the impact of the pandemic�  The digital and green transitions are altering the 
economy and leading to permanent changes in our labour market and business models�  While 
not all jobs will return as we recover from the pandemic, embracing these transitions will open 
up substantial new employment opportunities, as well as potential skills mismatches, as these 
opportunities initially emerge�

The Government’s economic recovery plan commits to supporting the transition of Ireland’s 
economy and workforce to the new digital and green economies�  This goal will be realised 
through ongoing support for people in securing and remaining in sustainable and quality em-
ployment, in areas of identified skills needs for business.  This will be achieved, in particular, 
through the combination of 50,000 upskilling and reskilling opportunities and increased labour 
market activation interventions�

19/05/2022H00700Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: The first part of the reply avoided the question rather skilfully.  
Has the Department gone at this systematically?  For example, what analysis has been done in 
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relation to skills shortages in Ireland to quantify it and to identify what skills we are short in?  
In relation to those skills shortages, has an analysis been carried out as to how these might be 
filled by retraining and activation, by redirecting the focus of third level and apprenticeship 
programmes, and by having an attractive package to attract emigrants, who have fantastic skills, 
back to Ireland by dealing with issues such as the driver licence issue and relocation expenses?  
Has any analysis been carried out as to the parts of the EU where there is labour, people who 
might be willing to come to Ireland and might be attracted to come here, and on the number 
we would need to attract from countries outside of the EU to fill whatever gap is in the market 
because my understanding from many employers is that what making Ireland unattractive is the 
lack of a labour force?

19/05/2022H00800Deputy Leo Varadkar: A great deal of analysis has been carried out�  We have an analysis 
unit in my Department on the labour market and future skills�  There is also the future skills 
needs working group�  The Economic and Social Research Institute, ESRI, does some work on 
this as well, as does the National Competitiveness and Productivity Council, which falls under 
my Department’s remit�

As the Deputy rightly pointed out though, it is a comprehensive issue�  It is not only an is-
sue for my Department�  It is an issue for the Departments of Social Protection, Education and 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science�

Part of the solution is education and training�  We will be up to 10,000 apprentices a year 
quite soon�  There are approximately 8,000 this year�  That is a lot�  There were very few people 
going into apprenticeships�  Only a few years ago, there were a couple of thousand�  We will be 
up to 10,000 a year quite soon�

I mentioned the 50,000 upskilling and reskilling opportunities�  On work permits and work 
visas, we are issuing more than ever before�

We need to do more to make work pay to make sure that it is attractive for people to go into 
employment and to work more hours�  The Deputy will be aware what we are doing in rela-
tion to sick pay and the living wage.  Deputy Naughten mentioned earlier the PRSI step effect, 
which we need to deal with in some budget, sooner or later�

There is also the issue of automation�  It may not be possible to provide labour to do ev-
erything and we need to automate more tasks�  That is already happening but it will have to 
accelerate�

19/05/2022H00900Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Since I was a young lad I heard automation would do away with 
all the jobs, and I am not that young anymore�  What it has actually done is change the jobs but 
not done away with them�  We have more jobs in the economy than there were in the 1960s�  
Automation is great�  It takes away many boring jobs, but it does not do away with jobs, which 
is good�

Is there any plan in the Department to publish a comprehensive cross-sectoral policy ap-
proach to this so that there would be a comprehensive, as the Tánaiste and Minister for Enter-
prise, Trade and Employment said, all-embracing and cross-departmental approach to labour 
shortages?  As I said, in the final analysis, we will have to look beyond the European Union for 
skilled people who might be interested in coming here�  Without a detailed and comprehensive 
plan, it seems it will not be possible to look at all of the ways of dealing with this interesting 
issue in the economy, but it is one that we need to deal with urgently�
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19/05/2022H01000Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): I hope to reach two further questions if 
Deputy Durkan promises to be brief�

19/05/2022H01100Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I will not delay the Acting Chairman�

In support of Tánaiste, I would say I was a member of this House when it was a great strug-
gle to achieve 1 million people at work in the workforce�  The next goal is 3 million�  Everybody 
is to be congratulated on that�  The important capability is to be able to identify and take action 
on the issue, which is a shortage of employees at present, and take it quickly�

19/05/2022H01200Deputy Leo Varadkar: I thank the Deputies�  This is an interesting debate, and one that we 
should give more time to�

I echo Deputy Durkan’s comments�  It is only 20 years - it is not that long ago - since there 
were 3�5 million in the country and 1 million people at work�  We now have 5�1 million or 5�2 
million people in the country - a 50% increase in population in 20 years or so - and 2�3 million 
or 2�4 million people at work, a more than doubling of the number of people at work in Ireland�  
That is extraordinary�  With that there are other consequences, such as a shortage of housing 
and significant strains on the infrastructure, but it is good that as a country our population is 
rising, people want to come to live here, our birth rate is still healthy and there are more people 
at work than ever before�

Going back to the Luddites, there were people predicting that automation would eliminate 
employment.  That is not my view at all.  We are offering work permits to a great many people 
to come here to work on very low wages in jobs that can be automated and we need to think 
about that and the logic behind it�

I take the point Deputy Ó Cuív made�  We have looked at all these issues around workforce 
needs and demands in sections and silos and maybe we need to do something more in the round�  
The point the Deputy made in that regard is a good one and I will take it into consideration�

19/05/2022H01300Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): I am hoping, as I indicated, to reach two 
more questions�  If Members could be economical in their use of time, I would appreciate it�

19/05/2022H01350Enterprise Support Services

19/05/2022H0140014� Deputy Brendan Smith asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment if specific additional financial supports will be introduced in 2022 to assist in the 
development of enterprise centres in view of their importance in providing workspace for start-
up businesses and small enterprises; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25361/22]

19/05/2022H01500Deputy Brendan Smith: The Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment 
will recall that we discussed recently in this House the need to accelerate the provision of en-
terprise centres and the development of work space�  Enterprise centres have been important in 
the development of the rural economy�  As the Minister of State, Deputy English, knows, in my 
own counties of Cavan and Monaghan there have been good development enterprise centres 
but we need further development�  We must develop a new policy, particularly with a dedicated 
fund to establish such enterprise centres�

19/05/2022J00200Deputy Leo Varadkar: I thank Deputy Smith for his question�  Enterprise centres provide 
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space and training for entrepreneurs, allowing them to work remotely, access training and net-
work with other business leaders, helping them to scale internationally and attract small-scale 
foreign direct investment�  There is a wide range of funding mechanisms available for these 
centres�

To date my Department has provided funding of €250 million, administered by Enterprise 
Ireland, to assist the establishment of some 270 enterprise centres throughout Ireland�  In 2022, 
an additional €5 million will be provided to community enterprise centres through the regional 
enterprise innovation and scoping scheme�  This scheme builds on existing regional initiatives 
and aims to grant-aid projects to improve the resilience and international competitiveness of en-
terprise in all regions�  Substantial funding will also be made up to 2027 for regional enterprise 
projects with funding from the European Regional Development Fund and the shared island 
fund�

Since 2017, Enterprise Ireland has administered departmental funding to 91 projects total-
ling over €16 million under both the regional enterprise development fund and the community 
enterprise centre schemes�  A further €9 million in grants was administered through Enterprise 
Ireland for 95 enterprise centres, many of which have been negatively affected by Covid-19, to 
sustain their businesses, pivot and further develop their services, as well as continuing to assist 
the development of start-up companies and the provision of remote working spaces�  A further 
€12 million in funding has been sanctioned to assist the completion of projects under the re-
gional enterprise development fund and Border enterprise development fund for schemes that 
have been delayed or interrupted due to increased construction or construction-related costs�  
This fund is being administered through Enterprise Ireland�

Nationwide, there is a broad range of other hub-type facilities, both publicly and privately 
funded, including community enterprise centres, incubators and accelerators�  These are in-
cluded by the national hub network working group in its mapping of a national network of 
remote working facilities�  The Department of Rural and Community Development, which 
leads this mapping initiative, has also invested significantly in remote working infrastructure 
through town and village renewal, the rural development fund and the LEADER programme, 
for example�

19/05/2022J00300Deputy Brendan Smith: I thank the Tánaiste for his reply�  I agree that substantial fund-
ing has been provided for more than 20 years with the development enterprise centres�  Taking 
the case of my county, we have had a good track record of the local authority developing work 
spaces, enterprise centres and sites for providing services.  They can draw down financial as-
sistance of grant aid towards development but the local contribution is a very hefty demand on 
a local authority with a low rates base�  There is a need for a better funding model to ensure the 
local authorities can continue to put in place such infrastructure�

I am thankful there are some international companies that started in my county, literally in 
the backyards of houses and in small enterprises�  There is a demand for working space�  We all 
know for a new start-up business, with an operation involving one or two people, the provision 
of working space is a huge demand in terms of cost�  The provision of working space can ensure 
we continue to generate and create employment in our smaller towns and more rural areas�

19/05/2022J00400Deputy Leo Varadkar: I accept the Deputy’s point that for some local authorities, particu-
larly those on a low rates base, it can be difficult to find the co-funding that might be available.  
It is perhaps something we can examine under the regional enterprise development funds�  We 



19 May 2022

465

will have over €100 million over the next couple of years from that for regional enterprise de-
velopment�

Approximately €100 million has been invested in remote working hubs through the Depart-
ment of Rural and Community Development, with just €9 million awarded last year through 
Connected Hubs�  These are very good investments and I visit many of them getting around the 
country�  I am keen to see them full and busy�  They are not all full, by the way, but if they are 
busy we can invest in them some more�

19/05/2022J00500Deputy Brendan Smith: I am thinking in particular of space for manufacturing businesses�  
I am thankful we have a good network hubs developed�  We must think about and develop a 
policy on an all-Ireland basis�  Last week I arranged for the Oireachtas Joint Committee on 
the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement to meet representatives from Cavan and 
Monaghan county councils, with a presentation on the development of workspace enterprise 
centres and working with neighbouring local authorities north of the Border�  I am thankful the 
development of the all-Ireland economy has been phenomenal since the signing of the Good 
Friday Agreement in 1998 so we can drive forward the all-Ireland economy development with 
more collaboration between statutory agencies North and South�

An area like Cavan and Monaghan, in the central Border area, would be vulnerable in the 
face of economic turbulence because we are the least developed part of the Border region�  We 
need that extra incentive�  The people will get up and do the work and local entrepreneurs will 
create jobs but they need particular assistance to ensure the necessary infrastructure and work-
ing space is in place�

19/05/2022J00600Deputy Leo Varadkar: When it comes to property solutions, what has worked really well 
is IDA Ireland’s regional property programme�  It is involved with building advance factories 
and office blocks and we can then take investors to see them, getting investment and jobs in 
much more quickly�  There is a programme of them across the country�  The Deputy is familiar 
with them in Cavan and Monaghan, with advance building solutions being developed�  For in-
digenous Irish companies we can do more in that space as well�  Perhaps there could be funding 
under regional enterprise plans and it is the best way to go�

19/05/2022J00700Broadband Infrastructure

19/05/2022J00800Acting Chairman (Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh): I will be concluding the session at 10�30 
a�m� but I will allow Deputy Naughten to put his question�

19/05/2022J0090015� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Em-
ployment if he will outline the work that his Department is undertaking to fully utilise broad-
band connectivity in increasing sustainable employment given that Ireland is set to become one 
of the most connected countries in Europe for fibre broadband; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter� [23493/22]

19/05/2022J01000Deputy Denis Naughten: By June 2020, 58% of Irish households could access broadband 
speeds of 1 Gbps and we will have 100% of such coverage in the coming years�  There will be 
146,000 km of fibre-optic cable, a web of such cable with a geographic spread like none other 
globally�  We must exploit this investment and generate foreign direct investment jobs in every 
single village in Ireland�
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19/05/2022J01100Deputy Leo Varadkar: Digital infrastructure is one of the four dimensions of the Govern-
ment’s national digital strategy, which I launched in February of this year�  The new strategy 
sets out specific targets, including: 75% enterprise take-up of cloud, big data, and artificial 
intelligence, AI, by 2030; and 90% of small and medium enterprises at a basic level of digital 
intensity by 2030�

A robust broadband infrastructure will be vital in reaching these targets, enabling businesses 
to take advantage of digital technologies and to increase sustainable employment�  The Deputy 
will also be aware of the national artificial intelligence strategy, which sets out how Ireland can 
be an international leader in using artificial intelligence, AI, to benefit our economy and society 
through a people-centred, ethical approach to its development, adoption and use�  Last week, 
the Minister of State, Deputy Troy, appointed Dr. Patricia Scanlon as Ireland’s first AI ambas-
sador.  I know she wants to demystify artificial intelligence and promote the positive impacts it 
can have in areas such as health, agriculture, transport and education�

The adoption of digital technologies by all businesses, in particular SMEs, is vital to sustain 
Ireland’s attractiveness as a location for leading digital enterprises and maximise the benefits 
of the digital transition for the wider ecosystem across productivity, innovation and competi-
tiveness�  In addition to facilitating the uptake of digital technologies, broadband connectivity 
facilitates remote working for employees�

Our overall digital connectivity target, as outlined in the national digital strategy, is to ensure 
that all Irish households and businesses will be covered by a gigabit network service no later 
than 2028, with all populated areas covered by 5G by no later than 2030�  This digital connec-
tivity will in turn enable the Government’s policy priority of regional enterprise development�  
We now have nine new regional enterprise plans in place, which will encourage collaboration 
among stakeholders to strengthen the regional offering for enterprise and therefore create an 
environment for successful economic development, sustainable employment and growth across 
the country�

19/05/2022J01200Deputy Denis Naughten: We have a significant opportunity to attract foreign direct invest-
ment and staff into our provincial towns and rural areas.  They are nice communities in which 
to live and work�  That is thanks to investment through the urban and rural regeneration funds�  
We need to market and promote the whole package and not just a select few sites in a select few 
towns�

We need a unique marketing strategy for every one of our provincial towns, highlighting not 
just the industrial aspect but the opportunities to live, recreational opportunities and the con-
nectivity that we have not just in our provincial towns but moving out to the rural communities�  
We need a very focused national and international strategy to bring in that investment�

19/05/2022K00100Deputy Leo Varadkar: I hear what the Deputy is saying and he has made some very valid 
points�  I meet and engage with many multinational companies all the time�  Believe you me, 
they know what they want and they are very clear about it�  Generally it is to build their own 
campus�  They want to be very near an international airport with major conductivity�  They want 
to be near several universities�  They want to have a workforce of 1 million or 2 million close to 
where they develop�  It is not so much us telling them what they should want; it is them telling 
us what they want�  We compete internationally for this investment�

19/05/2022K00200Deputy Denis Naughten: It is the staff who will tell them in future and we need to attract 
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the staff.

19/05/2022K00300Deputy Leo Varadkar: That is true and a very good example of this is Apple, which has 
a major facility on the north side of Cork but 20% of its staff work remotely from all parts of 
Ireland and Munster�  It is a very good model�  In the world we operate in, where we are com-
peting internationally for investment, it is largely them telling us what they want�  They will go 
elsewhere if we tell them what they should want�

19/05/2022K00400Deputy Denis Naughten: Are we attracting the ones that will do that?

19/05/2022K00425Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

19/05/2022K00450Third Level Education

19/05/2022K0050095� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science the steps he has taken to ensure that adequate places on in-
demand courses, particularly where there is a corresponding skill shortage, have been made 
available in order to take pressure off the CAO system and reduce the need to use random selec-
tion to allocate places; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25388/22]

19/05/2022K00600Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: My first question today is to ask the Minister what steps he 
has taken to ensure adequate places for in-demand courses, particularly where there is a corre-
sponding skills shortage, have been made available to take the pressure off the CAO system and 
reduce the need to use random selection to allocate places�  It is disappointing to see reports that 
the CAO system will again use a lottery to allocate places for in-demand courses�  It is unfair 
on students, who are already dealing with a huge amount of pressure�

19/05/2022K00700Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (Dep-
uty Simon Harris): As is Deputy Conway-Walsh, I am keenly aware of the pressure felt by 
students applying to enter higher education�  I assure her and the House that I am taking action 
to relieve these pressures�

I requested quite some time ago that my officials would engage with the higher education 
sector on the creation of additional places in, as the Deputy rightly says, key areas as identified 
by our skills architecture and, as she also said, in in-demand areas�  These engagements are at 
a very advanced stage�  I can inform her that we hope to create places in areas of acute skills 
need such as healthcare, construction and green skills�  However it is important to create these 
places in a sustainable way, cognisant of the expanded facilities, lecturing expertise and clinical 
and other placements needed, and to do so in areas that open up continuing career opportunities 
for learners�

In looking to increase capacity in tertiary education it is vital that we take a whole-of-system 
approach which covers further education and apprenticeships as well as higher education pro-
grammes�  I have heard legitimate commentary on this in recent months�  We must support a 
balanced further and higher education system that has a multitude of pathways for learners to 
follow�

I assure the Deputy there will be additional places in the in-demand areas�  We are trying to 
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take a more targeted approach this year than in previous years�  I expect to be in a position very 
shortly to update the Government on the outcome of the engagements with higher education 
institutions.  I should also flag, as I have referenced, that a number of these in-demand areas 
require clinical placements�  As the Deputy can imagine, there has been a lot of engagement 
between my Department and other relevant Departments and agencies, for example, the De-
partment of Health and the HSE with regard to medicine places�  I am pleased to report very 
good progress on this�  In the coming weeks we will be in a position to provide the detail on the 
number of additional places and where they will be�

19/05/2022K00800Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Time is of the essence�  How many of the extra places al-
located in the past two years were taken up?  How many of them led to students taking up those 
places?  What is needed now is for students to know that everything is being done to help them 
to progress their education and careers�  The Department of Education needs to get a handle 
on the grade inflation.  We also need to expand in-demand courses, particularly in the areas the 
Minister has outlined where there are skills shortages�

I welcome the fact the long-awaited economic evaluation of further funding options for 
higher education contained the clear recognition that inadequate core funding has caused col-
leges to increase the provision of subjects that are cheaper to deliver at the expense of the more 
expensive subjects, particularly in health and social care�  This has been an open secret in the 
sector�  Deputy Harris, as a former Minister for Health and now Minister with responsibility for 
further and higher education, has to bear a lot of responsibility for these shortages in staffing 
and third level places�

19/05/2022K00900Deputy Simon Harris: I would be delighted to come here and debate my record in the 
Department of Health but we probably do not have time in the 58 seconds available to me other 
than to say the number of people working in the health service grew every year I was Minister 
for Health�

I agree with the Deputy that time is of the essence in terms of providing clarity on the ad-
ditional numbers.  We are honing in on finalising it.  I expect the additional number of places to 
be somewhere in the region of 800 to 1,000.  This is subject to finalisation but it is my expecta-
tion�  What I am trying to do, and I think it is something on which we agree, is to target them 
to in-demand areas and areas where there are skills needs�  I will outline to the House the three 
areas that are very prominent�  They are healthcare, construction and climate and green skills�  
We speak a lot about construction in the context of apprenticeships and rightly so but of course 
construction will also need more architects and engineers and people who will go through the 
higher education system�

I do not have to hand the information the Deputy is looking for on the number of places 
taken up last year but I will provide it in writing to her�

19/05/2022K01000Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Earlier this week the Irish Pharmacy Union, IPU, warned 
that a growing shortage of pharmacists is fast becoming a major threat to community health-
care.  It now takes an average of five months to fill a vacant position in pharmacies.  It called 
on the Government to increase the number of third level places�  It referred to the chronic lack 
of university places�  It is the same with regard to medicine places as we have said�  We have 
seen staff shortages in the HSE and a crisis with GPs, particularly in rural areas.  Any increase in 
medicine has been excruciatingly slow�  Again this morning we saw a backlog in Mayo Univer-
sity Hospital.  Staff are run off their feet.  We see with doctors and out-of-hour services that the 
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pressure is immense, particularly in rural communities.  This could be rectified immediately by 
purchasing places that would otherwise be allocated to high fee-paying international students�  
Half of all of the places allocated are to fee-paying international students�  It is very healthy to 
have a mix of international students but they are more likely to be mobile and to return home�  
We need to educate a workforce who will stay here and service all of these rural areas and hos-
pitals such as Mayo University Hospital�

19/05/2022K01100Deputy Simon Harris: There are two parts to workforce planning�  One is whether we are 
training enough people in any profession�  The second is that if we are training enough people 
whether they choose to stay working in that area or to stay working in Ireland�  The role of the 
Department is to work with line Departments to identify the number of places they believe are 
required to adequately meet workforce needs�  Places are only part of it�  I am very clear that 
we need to train more doctors in this country�  It is utterly wrong that people who get the most 
points possible in the leaving certificate cannot get a place in medicine.  We agree on this.  I 
also know that we train quite a lot of doctors in Ireland relative to other countries�  It is not just 
about training�  It is also about retention and contracts�  It has to do with places and what we 
do to keep people in the workforce�  There is an open invitation to every Department and State 
agency to engage with my Department on their workforce needs�  If the Department of Health 
or the HSE is of the view that there is a requirement to increase the number of pharmacy places 
we are ready to speak to them and work with them on it�

19/05/2022K01150Third Level Fees

19/05/2022K0120096� Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science his plans to reduce the student contribution charge in budget 
2023; if so, the amount to be reduced; if the reduction will be backdated to the start of the 2022-
2023 academic year; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25375/22]

19/05/2022K01300Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: What are the Minister’s plans to reduce the student contribu-
tion charge in budget 2023?  By how much will it be reduced?

19/05/2022L00100Deputy Simon Harris: As Deputy Ó Ríordáin is aware, on 4 May I launched the Funding 
the Future framework, which includes the Government’s policy response to the Cassells report 
and the Directorate General for Structural Reform Support, DG REFORM, reviews on the fu-
ture of higher education�  It clearly sets out my intention to implement a progressive range of 
measures to address costs as a barrier to education, in the context of overall budgetary decision-
making�

Let me be very clear, the cost of education to families must be reduced in this country�  I am 
very determined about that and am very pleased that the Government has now made a number 
of important decisions about a sustainable model for future funding of higher education�  In 
making decisions on what to do, we have also made decisions on what not to do�  We have 
taken student loans off the table.  They are wrong and do not work.  I know that is something 
the Deputy and I agree on�  We have instead chosen a mixed model of investment, which will 
include the Exchequer investing an awful lot more in higher education�

We talk a lot about big figures.  We need to put an extra €307 million into core funding.  I 
prefer to think of it as almost €2,000 more being spent per student on his or her education�  The 
€307 million will mean the investment of an additional €2,000 per student per year in his or 
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her education�  I was also clear that we would not bring forward a plan that would just address 
core funding�  We have to bring forward a plan that recognises the cost of education for working 
families must be reduced�  I want to see the student contribution in higher education reduced 
in a meaningful way over the course of future budgets�  I want this done in a way that does not 
rob Peter to pay Paul�  The €307 million is for core funding but it is not an either-or option�  We 
need to do both�  I want to make sure that we see improvements in student grants and that, at the 
same time, we try to reduce the overall level of the student contribution fee�

The Deputy will know I cannot announce budget 2023 or even the element that relates to my 
Department, but I have reached an agreement with the Government that every year, in advance 
of the budget process, my Department will publish an annual cost of education paper�  This is 
really important, and it has been done in the context of social welfare and tax�  It makes sure that 
every year the House has an opportunity to focus on what measures and policy levers we can 
put in place to reduce the cost to families�  That paper will also set out the options to improve 
the student grant scheme and to reduce the student contribution fee�

I am very determined to reduce the student contribution fee over the course of a number of 
budgets and I want to start that as quickly as possible�

19/05/2022L00200Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I know I am a little bit older than the Minister�  I am a child 
of the 1990s, a time when if a household had two university-age-going children, they may have 
only been able to send one�  As part of the Labour Party’s contribution to the Government at the 
time, half-fees were introduced halfway through my time in university, followed by completely 
free fees as it was called�  Education cost nothing�  It was absolutely free�  There was zero cost�

While the Minister is making all the right noises in terms of the reduction of the contribution 
charge etc� is it his vision that the cost would be zero?  Is it the vision of his new Department or 
the Government, that in future years we would revert to where we were in the 1990s, that is, of 
having a zero euro sign beside the expectations of what families will contribute?

19/05/2022L00300Deputy Simon Harris: While I am a little bit younger that the Deputy, I do remember the 
policy work of former Minister Niamh Bhreathnach, someone I hold in high regard�  If I were 
to be totally honest, and this is an objective statement, the fees were reduced but the core fund-
ing piece was not addressed�  What we are trying to do, and we have been working on this on a 
cross-party basis, is to try to do both�

Education is a public good�  Cost should never be a barrier to anybody attending education 
and I believe cost is a barrier today�  If a person has two children going to college at the same 
time, doing a four-year degree, the registration fees for them is €24,000�  That is a lot of money�  
I do not represent many people who have €24,000 down the back of the couch�  It means people 
have to go to credit unions.  They have to put off doing other things to find that money.  The cost 
must be reduced�  It is one of the few measures that was hiked at a time of austerity that has not 
been addressed and I am determined to reduce it�

Ideologically, where I would love to get in relation to higher education, I believe it is a pub-
lic good and third level education is a natural extension of the education system�  The Govern-
ment commitment is to increase student grants and gradually reduce the registration fee over a 
number of budgets�

19/05/2022L00400Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: It was not just an austerity measure; it began increasing from 
1997 onwards�  As soon as a charge is introduced, it can inevitably be increased�  It increased 
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from whatever it was in 1997 to approximately €1,000 within six or seven years�  My point is 
that if the Minister does not have a vision or an absolute of free education at further and third 
level education, it will always be a measure that will be tinkered with and increased over time�  
That is the exact experience of the Oireachtas on the initiative of the mid-1990s�

While the Minister is making the right noises as to bringing down the contribution charge in 
the budget, and I understand he cannot make any promises in that regard or debate the budget 
in advance, I am trying to get to the core of his vision and belief system�  Can we work towards 
a situation in which we return to where we were in the 1990s, which was an awful lot better for 
every family that had ambitions for their children to better themselves?

19/05/2022L00500Deputy Simon Harris: That is where I would like to get to but I do not want to mislead the 
House or students in how we will make progress in this issue�  Students and families have been 
waiting too long for progress on this matter�  We do not want to engage in a situation of creating 
an expectation that cannot be met�

I would be fascinated to know if the Deputy or anyone else in this House were the Minister 
and had a choice to make in the next budget between targeting the supports at students most in 
need, in terms of student grants, or reducing the registration fee, what would they do�  Would 
they increase the grants and not reduce the fees, reduce the fees and not increase the grants or do 
a bit of both?  These are genuinely the issues with which we will have to grapple in the coming 
budget�  We are trying to put in place a moment in time each year in which my Department will 
publish a cost of education paper that sets out the options and allows us to debate them�  I do not 
think it is a case of either-or.  We should increase the student grant, which was fit for purpose 
ten years ago but is not now in terms of cost of living, and we should reduce the registration 
fee�  We should do both�  The policy paper sets that out as the direction of travel�  We cannot do 
that at the expense of the core funding�  I look forward to making progress with the Deputy and 
others on this in the coming months�

19/05/2022L00600Third Level Costs

19/05/2022L0070097� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science the steps that he is taking to support students and parents with 
the cost-of-living crisis, making particular reference to the 25% increase to SUSI recommended 
in the recently published SUSI review and any plans to reduce student fees for the upcoming 
academic year; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25389/22]

19/05/2022L00800Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: When will the paper on the cost of third level education be 
published?  I want to talk to the Minister about SUSI and the supports for students and parents 
in the context of the cost-of-living crisis�  I make particular reference to the 25% increase to 
the SUSI grant, as recommended in the recently published SUSI review�  Does he have plans 
to reduce fees for the upcoming academic year?  I sincerely welcome his recognition that the 
current level of fees is an austerity measure that cannot continue�  Will he elaborate on that?

19/05/2022L00900Deputy Simon Harris: The honest answer to the question as to when we will publish the 
paper is that it will be in advance of the budget.  I will get the Deputy a more specific answer 
than that�  It will be in enough time for the Sinn Féin’s alternative budget or pre-budget sub-
missions and for me to begin to grapple with and discuss these issues�  One imagines it will be 
published in the autumn but I will provide the Deputy with a more specific time.  In truth, we 
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have not decided yet but I will come back to her on that�

Addressing the costs of education for students and families is a major priority for me�  Cost 
cannot be a barrier for working families getting their children into college�  That is why I com-
missioned a review of the student grant scheme when I took up office, which was published 
on 4 May�  The review involved wide stakeholder engagement, an extensive consultation with 
students and research into the costs of higher education.  The review identified a number of is-
sues, including the rising costs affecting students over the past decade; the fact that the income 
thresholds for eligibility in the scheme have not kept pace with the rise of earnings over the 
same period; particular costs, which the Deputy will know well from her constituency, for those 
who travel long distances to their place of education; and the costs associated with postgraduate 
study�

We have taken some steps already to alleviate financial pressures, which helps to tackle 
issues raised in the student grant review�  There will be an increase in the grant payment for 
all those in receipt of a maintenance grant by €200 from September�  We have increased the 
qualifying thresholds by €1,000 to bring more people into the grant scheme�  Importantly, and 
this was the most important change introduced, we changed the qualifying distance for the non-
adjacent rate of grant to help students who live further away from college�  We have increased 
the postgraduate fee grant, from €2,000 to €3,500, as well as the postgraduate fee grant income 
threshold�  All of these measures are very much in line with and are a commencement of the 
implementation of the student grant review�

I have committed to publishing an annual costs of education paper, which will set out the 
range of options to address costs, including changes to both the student grant scheme and stu-
dent contributions�  This will seek to inform decision-making at budget time regarding what 
further measures we can take to continue to support students and their families�  Last year, from 
memory I believe we received a funding package of approximately €30 million to invest in 
additional student supports�  We largely put that into the SUSI grant scheme�  I expect we will 
receive another funding package for student supports and we will grapple with and discuss, in 
this House and elsewhere, how best to spend that in a way that support students and families�

19/05/2022L01000Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Students and their families almost have announcement fa-
tigue at this stage because measures are announced over and over again�  They know how much 
money they have in their pocket or household budget because they are facing a cost-of-living 
crisis�  Some of it has been driven by international events, though the SUSI review highlights 
that the greatest burden comes from the cost of rent and the housing crisis, which is a domestic 
crisis�  The SUSI review states that there needs to be a 25% increase in the maintenance grant, 
which is far more than the planned €200 increase�  The entire planned increase of the student 
maintenance grant of €200, announced last October and to be introduced this September, will 
be completely eaten up by inflation before students even see it.  That is why I called on the 
Minister, at the time, to bring the increase into effect immediately to help ease the burden, as 
inflation was already putting real pressure on families.  The Minister refused to take that prac-
tical step�  This was supposed to be a small step towards taking SUSI out of austerity mode�  
Now, with inflation at 6.7% or higher students will be worse off, in real terms, come September, 
despite the increase�  Students and families are really anxious about what is going to happen 
this September�

19/05/2022M00200Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy�  The SUSI grant review is an extremely impor-
tant piece of work�  It provides us with absolute clarity on the key issues that students and other 
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stakeholders wish to see us address in better supporting students and their families in this coun-
try�  Even in advance of publishing the review, we had begun to make progress on those recom-
mendations.  We introduced a very significant reduction to the distance criteria.  That means 
that many students will qualify for a lot more than an extra €200 in their grant�  Some students 
will actually see their grant rise by over 25% as a result of that change, particularly students, 
I would suggest, living in rural and provincial Ireland who are travelling long distances to get 
to college�  We have begun to cost the measures of implementing the scheme�  I am happy to 
share that with the Deputy�  I am sure the information will be useful for her own work�  If we 
were to go ahead and increase the level of the student grant by 25% from the 2021 maintenance 
rates, as recommended in the review, the cost would be €43�6 million�  I genuinely believe that 
the findings and recommendations of the student grant scheme review are deliverable.  Are all 
of them deliverable in one year and one budget?  They are simply not�  However, we can make 
significant progress in the forthcoming budget.  I believe we can get through a lot of those rec-
ommendations in the lifetime of this Government, and make a real and substantial difference.

19/05/2022M00300Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I ask the Minister to do everything possible�  I hear his 
sentiments on not excluding students from education�  I am fearful that people’s choices will 
be greatly reduced because of the high cost of accommodation and the high cost of accessing 
third level education�  I fear that students will need to work while they study and am concerned 
about what that will do in terms of outcomes for students�  We really need to concentrate our 
focus on the matter.  Inflation is now at 6.7%.  We see that in Britain, it has risen to 9%.  I would 
not be surprised at all if we are at double-digit levels of inflation by the end of this year.  The 
severe impact of that cannot be underestimated, particularly for families who perhaps have two 
or three students going to college, and some going to secondary school�  We, in opposition, will 
work with the Minister�  We need to work collectively to do everything possible to alleviate that 
burden on students and families�

19/05/2022M00400Deputy Simon Harris: I will certainly work with the Deputy and others in the House on the 
issue�  In terms of context, I think it is important to note that we live in a country where more 
than four out of ten students receive student grants and more than four out of ten students do not 
pay the €3,000 registration fee�  I say that because I often worry that a secondary school student 
might be listening to the debate and wondering if he or she can go to college�  It is important 
to note that around 42% of students receive financial assistance in respect of the registration 
fee.  We have taken other measures that benefit students.  One of the most significant measures 
was introduced by my colleague, the Minister for Transport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, namely, the 
reduction in public transport fares�  While there is a reduction for the population at large, there 
is a 50% reduction for people under the age of 24, many of whom will be students�  We are 
definitely agreed that we need to do more and that budget 2023 will need to do more.  I will 
certainly work with the Deputy in the House to do that, and to advocate across Government for 
it to happen�

19/05/2022M00500Third Level Education

19/05/2022M0060098� Deputy Gary Gannon asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science his plans to support graduate entry medicine students following the 
decision by a bank (details supplied) to discontinue the only specialist loan available to support 
these students� [25282/22]
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19/05/2022M00700Deputy Gary Gannon: I ask the Minister how he intends to support graduate entry medi-
cine students following the withdrawal of the products by the bank that previously provided 
loans to support students taking the course�

19/05/2022M00800Deputy Simon Harris: I am very aware of the challenge caused by the withdrawal of the 
existing loan products designed for students wishing to study medicine through the gradu-
ate entry route�  Indeed, in recent days I met students in UCD to discuss the issue�  Decisions 
regarding which loan products to offer are, of course, a commercial matter for the banks con-
cerned�   That is a statement of fact�  However, I do understand from students who have written 
to me, those I have met in UCD and engagement with the relevant higher education institutions 
that the availability of such loans has been important in supporting people, particularly mature 
students, to study medicine�  With that in mind I took the decision to write the institution in 
question�  While noting that it is a commercial decision, I have highlighted the critical public 
policy considerations relevant to this loan product�  I think it is particularly unfortunate that 
there was such an immediate cliff edge.  I understand that it is entirely a commercial matter.  
However, it would have been extremely useful if, in making that commercial decision, a lead-
in time had been provided, perhaps even a lead-in period of 12 months�  A student thinking of 
pursuing graduate entry medicine in March, April or May would be presuming that the product 
would be in place.  The fact that the product was pulled so quickly, and with immediate effect 
for the September 2022 entrants, is problematic.  It has created a cliff edge that is unfortunate.  
While recognising that it is a commercial decision, I ask the bank to reconsider�  At the very 
least, I ask the bank to consider if the cliff edge could be removed and a bit of time provided.  I 
want a lead-in period provided in order that we can consider and put in place a range of policy 
and funding tools, from a Government point of view, to try to increase the supply of domestic 
medical graduates�  I hope to be in a position to make an announcement to Government col-
leagues shortly on additional medicine places, as I referenced earlier�  Looking forward, the 
recently published student grant scheme review identifies public policy questions regarding 
greater student grant support for graduate entry routes.  There are significant policy, legislative 
and funding considerations, as well as wider implications, if the current treatment of graduate 
entry medicine is amended�  However, we now have this review and all elements will be subject 
to consideration and prioritisation, alongside other cost of education measures, through the bud-
get process�  This will include consideration of the potential for additional supports for students 
of graduate entry medicine�  We are looking at what we can do�  I encourage the bank to provide 
more time and not create this immediate cliff edge.

19/05/2022M00900Deputy Gary Gannon: I thank the Minister for his response�  In the Minister’s previous 
engagement with Deputy Conway-Walsh, he mentioned the fact that he did not want to talk 
about barriers to education, because he wants everyone to believe that they can go to college�  
That is very relevant and important and I endorse that�  However, there are certain courses that 
are simply not accessible to students, regardless of how hard they might try to access them�  For 
example, 4% of the graduate entry medicine student cohort come from what would have been 
previously categorised as disadvantaged backgrounds�  The student loan that was previously 
provided by the Bank of Ireland came to €60,000 over the course of five years.  However, that 
required a parental guarantee of over €50,000�  That potentially excluded people from one-
parent families and those living in poverty, as one in six people do in this country�  The decision 
made by the bank was a commercial one�  However, the consequence was that certain courses in 
our State were simply the preserve of those who could afford them.  I think the Minister agrees 
that this should not continue�  I welcome the fact that the Minister is considering the matter and 
intends to make policy announcements on it, but there is an urgency to it�  Perhaps the Minister 
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can expand on his plans in his response�

19/05/2022M01000Deputy Simon Harris: Before the commercial decision of the bank was made, I had al-
ready had a number of very useful meetings with students of graduate entry medicine�  They 
made points like those made by the Deputy�  From my former role as Minister for Health, I think 
that diversity in professions, and in the medical profession, is a good thing�  I also think that 
diverse routes of entry into medicine are good�  There is an idea that everyone must start the 
course immediately after finishing school.  However, it may be advantageous to actually have 
doctors who have studied something else, for example, science or occupational therapy, and go 
on to study medicine.  There is a policy benefit from the health service’s point of view as well.  
Being honest, I think that as a Department and a Government, we need to do more in supporting 
those who take the graduate entry medicine route�  It is complex, because the course is a level 
8 course�  We need to ensure that there is no contagion or unintended policy consequences�  We 
already provide some financial assistance towards the costs for students.  There are options to 
do more�  We are looking at whether we can do more in the context of the budget and the SUSI 
review�  What I am saying, in the round, is that it would be very useful if the bank did not im-
mediately withdraw this product, which has created a cliff edge that is causing a lot of stress and 
anxiety for students and potential students�

19/05/2022M01100Deputy Gary Gannon: I fully agree on the Minister’s point about diversity of access and 
routes to entry.  That is important.  There are different models that I hope the Minister will con-
sider�  Perhaps SUSI can be expanded up to graduate level not just for medicine, but also for 
other courses that have previously been the preserve of those who can afford them.  There are 
examples from other jurisdictions, such as the Scottish St� Andrew’s model, whereby students 
got access to study medicine through a bursary for accommodation and living costs�  Those 
students made a commitment to work in NHS Scotland.  Such a model could have huge benefits 
for us�  If we are educating people from whatever level and age, bringing them into our own 
health service and getting a commitment that they will stay there if we invest in their education, 
that could have positive ramifications both for our health service and society in general.  I hope 
the Government is being innovative in the type of policy solutions being considered�  I appre-
ciate why the Minister is encouraging the bank not to create a cliff edge.  However, we must 
demonstrate urgency in bringing these measures forward, hopefully within the next budgetary 
cycle�

11 o’clock

19/05/2022N00100Deputy Simon Harris: That is a fair comment�  I will certainly take the Deputy’s consid-
erations on board�  For the record, graduate entry medicine courses are not approved for fund-
ing under the student grant schemes because progression is a key tenet�  Students accessing 
graduate entry medicine will, as a matter of course, hold a level 8 qualification prior to entry.  
Completion of a graduate-entry medicine degree also confers a further level 8 qualification.  I 
accept, however, that there is a difference here because we want to train more people and to 
create more pathways�  We are looking at how we can do more�  There are options where we 
can increase the State’s contribution towards the fees or we can change the eligibility for SUSI 
grants, or we could look to doing a bit of both�  We were progressing this matter before the 
bank’s decision, which has compounded what is an already very difficult issue.  I recognise that 
this is a commercial matter, but it is not unreasonable to ask a bank that was supported by the 
Irish people through difficult times wait for a period and not to create an immediate cliff edge.
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19/05/2022N00200Apprenticeship Programmes

19/05/2022N0030099� Deputy Michael McNamara asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science the number of electrical, plumbing, carpentry-joinery and brick-
laying and stone-laying apprentices, respectively, waiting to progress their off-the-job training 
in phases 2, 4 and 6, respectively, across SOLAS and the higher education sector in tabular 
form; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25529/22]

19/05/2022N00400Deputy Michael McNamara: I ask the Minister what are the number of electrical, plumb-
ing, carpentry, joinery, bricklaying and stone-laying apprenticeships, respectively, waiting to 
progress off-the-job training in phases 2, 4 and 6, respectively across SOLAS and the higher 
education sector in tabular form�  Can he make a statement on the matter?  I want to know 
where the backlogs are in the various apprenticeship sectors and whether there are many such 
backlogs�

19/05/2022N00500Minister of State at the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, In-
novation and Science (Deputy Niall Collins): I thank Deputy McNamara for his question�  I 
know he has raised it previously�

The backdrop to the current waiting lists for essential practical training for apprentices is 
reflected in the extended shutdown of on-site learning activity from March 2020.  The closure 
of education and training facilities in response to the Covid-19 pandemic precluded access to 
off-the-job training.  The very welcome growth in registrations has compounded these pres-
sures�  However, the education and training system is responding energetically to reduce wait-
ing times�  My Department has been advised by SOLAS that there are 8,208 apprentices waiting 
to access off-the-job training, of whom 7,228 are waiting for phase 2 and 980 for phases 4 and 6.  
It can be expected that at any one time, some apprentices will be waiting for a planned intake�  
The numbers currently waiting are high, however, and reflect the unprecedented circumstances 
from March 2020�  My Department has also been advised that as of 17 May, the number of 
apprentices waiting for all phases of off-the-job training included: 3,616 in electrical; 1,162 in 
plumbing; 844 in carpentry; and 98 in bricklaying and stone-laying�

Implementation of a major response plan to address the waiting lists is well advanced�  In 
order to introduce additional capacity, capital funding of €20 million was provided in 2020 to 
extend and upgrade facilities�  Additional funding of €17 million has been provided to SOLAS 
and the Higher Education Authority, HEA, to underpin the plan to reduce backlogs�  Some €6 
million of this is being invested in employing additional instructors, with over 100 additional 
posts approved�

In light of progress in dealing with the pandemic by means of public health management, 
classes returned to their full intake of 14 to 16 apprentices last September�  More than 8,400 
apprentices - in excess of 70% of those delayed by Covid-19 - have now progressed�  This 
includes more than 700 final-year apprentices who have been fast-tracked to complete their 
qualification.  Craft apprentices waiting for phases 4 and 6 are expected to be cleared later this 
year, with the majority of phase 2 waiting lists targeted to be cleared by the end of the year�

SOLAS and the HEA are continuing to work with education and training providers, with the 
support of my Department, to identify further solutions that will address the waiting lists and 
that are fully consistent with the management of the quality, standard and safety of apprentice-
ship provision�
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19/05/2022N00600Deputy Michael McNamara: I thank the Minister of State�  Am I correct stating that as 
many people are waiting now as have been cleared from the waiting list?  I appreciate the efforts 
the Government is making, but it is still worrying�  The senior Minister made many pronounce-
ments recently about the necessity for a greater parity of esteem between people going to ap-
prenticeships and those going into the more academic sector, with which I completely agree�  If 
one looks at the emphasis on ensuring that there are not backlogs in the higher education sector 
in the practical side of medicine, dentistry, etc�, compared with the waiting lists which have 
built up in the areas to which I referred in the original question, it does not reflect that Govern-
ment priority�  The Minister also announced very ambitious targets about getting new people 
into the trade sector�  I am not sure if the Minister of State shares the ambition of the Minister�  
Maybe it is the case that not many people in the House share his level of ambition�  The problem 
is that sometimes the performance of the Department he leads does not quite match up to his 
ambition�  I am worried that that will be the case in this instance�

I welcome the ambitious targets and the announcements that the Minister of State has made�  
At this stage, however, we have to say that there are as many people waiting as there are those 
who have been cleared through the apprenticeship system�  If we are going to attract those ap-
prentices - and we all agree that we need them - we have to ensure that they can be guaranteed 
to get through their apprenticeships in the timeframe set out at the start and that said timeframe 
does not change from four to seven years in the middle�

19/05/2022N00700Deputy Niall Collins: I thank the Deputy�  We all share the same ambitions and it is good 
to see that those ambitions are, in the main, being realised�  The apprenticeship action plan set 
out a target to achieve 10,000 new apprenticeship registrations per annum by 2025�  In the year 
2021, a record 8,607 new apprentices were registered on the system�  That is an increase of 
nearly 40% on the comparator year, namely, 2019, which was, as the Deputy is aware, prior to 
the pandemic�

On the backlog, we have the added problem, which is a good one, of a good surge of new 
people coming into the system�  The clearance projections have fallen and risen again due to, 
as I just mentioned, the number of people signing up�  In August 2021, there were 11,859 in the 
backlog�  In January, that fell to 9,500�  In February, it fell further to 7,700�  It has risen slightly 
again due to the surge of new apprentices coming into the system�

19/05/2022N00800Deputy Michael McNamara: Again, I am slightly concerned because that sounds a bit like 
the Taoiseach explaining the inadequacies of our health system by saying that we are victims of 
our own success in that life expectancy has risen�  With an increase in life expectancy, of course, 
there are more people who need hospital care�  With the increase in the number of apprentices, 
there are more people who need to have their apprenticeships provided for by the State�  I do 
not know if that did not occur to the Department�  I hope it did�  It still comes down to the fact 
that we have these waiting lists�  While I appreciate that something is being done, it is fair to 
say that this is not enough�  There are still people who are four years into a four-year apprentice-
ship and who are looking at having to do a further two or three years�  That is both unfair and 
inadequate�  It is not just bad for them personally but it is bad for attracting other people into 
apprenticeships�  It is also bad for the housebuilding sector and for the trades they are going to 
work in because it is a supply-and-demand situation�

I appreciate that work is being done.  More needs to be done.  The “We are the victims of 
our own success” line only cuts it so far�
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19/05/2022N00900Deputy Niall Collins: It is important to reiterate that significant money was applied to-
wards creating additional capacity�  I have explained to the Deputy the additional number of 
posts that have been approved, which is more than 100�  There were also other interventions in 
the delivery structures of phase 2 off-the-job training and the facilitation of a third intake.

Last December, there was an opt-in rapid employer assessment for phase 7�  Many new 
changes have been brought in�  We also have to be mindful, upon which I believe we will also 
all agree, that one has to protect the quality of the training being provided and of the whole ap-
prenticeship system�  It is challenging, but we are dealing with and making progress on it�

19/05/2022N00950Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

19/05/2022N01000Third Level Admissions

19/05/2022N01100100� Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science the measures being considered in respect of the yearly increase 
in the number of applicants to the CAO system and the lack of places for the most in demand 
courses; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25342/22]

19/05/2022N01200Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: What measures are being considered to the yearly increase in 
the number of applications to the CAO system and the lack of places for the most in-demand 
courses?  I ask that the Minister take into account the issue of having to deal still with the is-
sue of grade inflation, the date of results, which is an issue for a great number of students and 
parents, and the particular issue of necessary workforce planning�

19/05/2022N01300Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for his question�  There is a very important issue 
there on the date of the results�  The challenge was borne out in trying to do something good 
by students to ensure that there was a second opportunity to sit the leaving certificate for those 
impacted by Covid�  At the same time, this is a call for the State Examinations Commission, 
SEC, to make, rather than the Minister for Education�  It would be useful for the commission 
to make that call and do so quickly�  Students and their families need that information, even in 
terms of the logistics of planning for how their summer looks and whether they want to take a 
break�  There also are the big issues to consider, such as securing student accommodation when 
the college year starts�  I very much hope clarity can be brought urgently to this matter�

I thank the Deputy for raising the important issue of applications to the CAO system and 
how we continue to create places for the most in-demand courses�  Although last year’s CAO 
application numbers were the highest on record, more applicants than ever before were offered 
and accepted a place in higher education.  In fact, the majority of offers made were for first 
preference courses�  I say that in acknowledgment of the work done by people in the higher edu-
cation sector�  This year’s CAO application numbers look to be slightly lower than last year’s, 
although they remain high overall�  I very much recognise that�  In order to ensure applicants are 
given every opportunity to follow an educational path that works for them, I am seeking both 
to create additional college places in areas of identified skills need and to broaden the national 
conversation on third level options�

My officials have been engaging extensively with the Higher Education Authority, HEA, 
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and the higher education sector to identify where additional places can and should be provided 
in the system for the next academic year�  These additional places will be targeted at areas of 
acute skills need, as identified through our national skills architecture.  Courses that provide 
healthcare workers, courses related to construction and courses related to the green economy 
are of particular interest because we see both significant demand for such courses and signifi-
cant need for workers in those areas�  I am pleased to say that engagements on providing ad-
ditional places are at a very advanced stage and it is hoped that approximately 1,000 additional 
places can be created�

However, increasing the number of places is only one part of the answer�  In tandem with 
this, it is vital that all learners have access to the right courses for them across the spectrum of 
provision�  Increasing capacity in apprenticeship programmes, as we discussed earlier, and the 
provision of further education options must be part of a balanced third level education system�

19/05/2022O00200Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I welcome the Minister’s answer�  A major issue that needs to 
be taken into account, as Deputy Conway-Walsh mentioned, is that colleges, on the basis of 
the funding structure, may sometimes choose to offer particular courses because it makes more 
financial sense to do so.  We need to deal with that aspect.

In regard to the whole issue of workforce planning, lifelong learning and the various route 
maps through education, the Minister spoke about the national skills architecture�  Will he give 
some detail in that regard?  In the area of health, for example, has he had much engagement 
from the Department of Health in regard to further training, particularly of nurses?  I have in 
mind lifelong learning and facilitating people who are working in healthcare and who may want 
to go on to become a nurse.  In many cases, these staff are willing to commit to the health sys-
tem and they are people we desperately need�

19/05/2022O00300Deputy Simon Harris: The short answer to the Deputy’s question about whether we have 
had engagement with the Department of Health is “Yes”.  The most intense area of engagement, 
to be truthful, has been around places in medicine�  As I said in answer to an earlier question, it 
is the job of my Department to try to respond to the workforce planning needs of other Depart-
ments�  It is not my Department’s job to say we need X number of doctors or Y number of social 
workers�  Where other Departments and agencies come forward and say there is a need to train 
more doctors, nurses and so on, we will work with them on that�  It is only right and proper that 
we do so because creating a college place will not fix the issue; there must also be a matching 
clinical placement�

I am very pleased with the level of engagement we have had from the Department of Heath, 
particularly around medicine places.  I expect to be in a position to finalise a significant increase 
in medicine places for this September�  Better than that, we are also working to form a view on 
where we will get to over the next five years in terms of increasing medicine places to a sustain-
able level�  Similarly, the Department of Health has been very helpful around nursing training 
and the work done by the chief nursing officer in this regard.

I am almost out of time�  We are also doing some work on exactly what the Deputy referred 
to, that is, lifelong learning�  We have people working in our nursing homes and caring for the 
most loved people in our lives, including our parents and grandparents, but we have often not 
academically recognised the brilliance of the work they do�  Last week, we launched a new ap-
prenticeship programme for healthcare assistants to enable them to get that recognition and to 
access a career pathway that may not have been available to them to date�
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19/05/2022O00400Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: This is an issue we certainly will be revisiting into the future�  
I welcome the Minister’s commitment in this regard�

I will do now what I generally do, which is to apologise and raise a related question�  The 
question will not shock the Minister greatly.  It is a specific question about technological univer-
sity status for Dundalk Institute of Technology, DkIT, which he visited recently�  I have had my 
own meetings lately at which I have heard some positive information in regard to criteria being 
met�  However, there still are major worries�  There have been a number of missteps and we 
know the route map will be through the provisions of section 38 of the Technological Universi-
ties Act 2018�  We need to ensure it happens�  The Minister probably has met those involved 
with the regional development centre and has seen the huge impact DkIT is having in regard to 
research, the whole M1 Border corridor area and also in regard to business innovation, includ-
ing its involvement with Enterprise Ireland and all the other agencies�  The one point everybody 
involved makes is the absolute necessity of ensuring DkIT reaches technological university 
status�  Parents and students need that too�

19/05/2022O00500Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Regarding workforce planning, will the Minister request the 
Taoiseach to convene a group of senior officials, led by the Minister’s Department, that would 
pull together all the relevant Departments to target training in health and social care?  It is re-
ally urgent that we join the dots between the provision of third level places and the workforce 
planning issue�  It has not been done properly for many years and we are bearing the brunt of 
the consequences of that in terms of front-line staffing.  The Minister said extra staff have been 
recruited by the Department of Health, but many of those staff are not front-line workers, al-
though some of them are�  With advances in medicine happening all the time, we will continu-
ously need proper workforce planning, whether for 12 months or for three, five, ten, 15 or 20 
years, if we are to get this right�

19/05/2022O00600Deputy Simon Harris: On workforce planning, it is a sensible suggestion to look at how 
we can better co-ordinate in this regard.  I will reflect on how I can respond more fully to 
Deputy Conway-Walsh on that point�  There is a level of engagement going on between my 
Department and the Department of Health that is quite intense and useful�  There are other rel-
evant Departments�  I have spoken about this to the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth, for instance, and the Minister of State with responsibility for disability 
services�  There were times in this country when it was a funding issue that prevented an extra 
speech and language therapist from being hired.  I am finding more and more, including in my 
own constituency, that this is no longer the case�  The issue is the lack of an available trained 
person to take up the job�  I will come back on the Deputy on her sensible suggestion�

I was expecting Deputy Ó Murchú to ask me about DkIT, which he does on a regular basis�  
To be clear, the north east must not be left behind and it needs a technological university�  Of 
that there is no doubt.  I visited DkIT briefly in recent weeks.  I was pleased to have an op-
portunity to talk to Dr� Ruairí Nevin there, who is the expert adviser from the HEA�  We have 
provided funding through the technological university transformation fund, TUTF�  Between 
the funding and the expert advice, I am told progress is being made�  Obviously, I will believe 
that when I see it and I must wait to receive the information and for the evaluation to take place�  
When any information is received, I want the Deputy and DkIT to know it will be treated with 
the utmost urgency and priority with a view to making progress�  I will keep in touch with the 
Deputy on the matter�

Question No. 101 replied to with Written Answers.
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19/05/2022O00800Ukraine War

19/05/2022O00900102� Deputy Joe Flaherty asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science if he will provide an update on his Department’s supports to assist 
Ukrainian people seeking access to third level education; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter�  [25280/22]

19/05/2022O01000Deputy Dara Calleary: I raise the situation of Ukrainian students who wish to access third 
level and, indeed, fourth level education since arriving here following the invasion of their 
country on 24 February�  How many have taken up places and what procedures is the Depart-
ment putting in place to facilitate them and to ease the transfer?

19/05/2022O01100Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for raising this important matter, which provides 
me with an opportunity to update the House�  Since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, I have 
tasked my officials with finding ways to facilitate the continuing education of displaced Ukrai-
nians coming to Ireland�  I am determined, as I know the Deputy is, that these students will be 
given comprehensive and compassionate support�  The Government believes it is essential that 
access to education is maintained�

I met with representatives of the higher education sector in early March to discuss their 
response to the situation�  I established a national steering group, which is chaired by my De-
partment and comprised of experts from across the sector�  The group is overseeing the work 
of the national student and researcher help desk, which is a potential game changer in terms of 
streamlining our supports�  It is a key element in our response and is acting as a single national 
contact point for displaced Ukrainian students and researchers looking to study here�  We know 
that navigating the higher education system can be a challenge for anybody�  Having one single 
contact point staffed by admissions officers and guidance counsellors from across the sector is 
important�  It will assist students to make informed decisions about their continued education 
before the new academic year commences�  I am pleased to inform the Deputy that there already 
have been 250 calls and emails to the help desk from students and researchers looking for as-
sistance�

In addition, at the request of the Ukrainian Ministry of Education and Science, Ireland has 
committed to conducting the Ukrainian higher education entrance examinations this summer 
for students looking to access higher education in Ukraine.  My officials are engaging with their 
counterparts at the Ukrainian Ministry of Education and the members of the steering group on 
how best to facilitate this.  My officials continue to monitor the situation and I meet them every 
Friday to discuss this matter�  My Department stands ready to continue to put in place the nec-
essary measures to ensure that we fulfil our commitment to those fleeing the war in Ukraine.

Being truthful, the immediate front-line response from my Department has been around 
the provision of English-language classes throughout the further education and training sec-
tor�  There is a contact point for that now in every education and training board, ETB, in every 
county�  As the crisis and war continue and the new academic year begins, we will see students 
from Ukraine who are now in Ireland beginning to take up places and others, whom I have 
spoken to, wanting to continue their linkages with their Ukrainian universities through remote 
learning�  We will work with them and support them in doing both�

19/05/2022P00200Deputy Dara Calleary: How many of the 250 contacts the Minister mentioned are likely to 
seek places?  Is that information available?  To broaden it out, can those who seek apprentice-
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ships access that contact point?  Will they be supported by the ETBs?  Will the examination the 
Minister mentioned be the passageway to potentially beginning college in the next academic 
year for those Ukrainian equivalents of leaving certificate students who wish to go to college 
for the first time?  What work has been done to facilitate that cohort of students to access third 
level places for the first time in their lives in September?

19/05/2022P00300Deputy Simon Harris: The short answer is “Yes”.  That is how we will help those people 
access the education system, either here or in Ukraine�  A point I hear very strongly from the 
Ukrainian Government and people from Ukraine who are living in Ireland is one of wanting to 
maintain their connection with their education system�  We even see at primary and secondary 
level that people want to continue to access Ukrainian schools, as well as maybe attending Irish 
schools�  We are taking a very individual approach�  That is the purpose of the helpdesk�  Rather 
than a student going to a college or a one-size-fits-all model, the student has a conversation with 
this desk where the expert advice is and he or she will be guided�  The student could be in third 
year of engineering in Ukraine�  Is third year of engineering in Ukraine the same as third year of 
engineering in Ireland?  If not, how do we map that out?  I do not have an answer, nor does an 
answer yet exist, to how many of those students will end up taking up places�  The numbers of 
calls has been relatively small so far.  We are very satisfied and the sector is very satisfied that it 
will be able to accommodate people�  The direct route for anybody looking to further education 
is the single contact point through a county team with regard to apprenticeships�  This central 
point can direct or redirect people to supports in the ETBs�

  Question No. 103 replied to with Written Answers.

19/05/2022P00450Education Costs

19/05/2022P00500104� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science the measures that he intends to introduce to address student 
poverty and the shortage of affordable student accommodation; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter� [25333/22]

19/05/2022P00600Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The biggest contributor to student poverty is the extortion-
ate cost of accommodation, whether it is private student accommodation built by investors or 
on-campus accommodation�  We are talking well in excess of €1,000 per month in UCD or an 
even higher amount for some of the newer accommodation�  Given that the Minister is giving 
€144,000 to developers per apartment, is there any chance of a subsidy from the State to bring 
down the cost of student accommodation to make it affordable and to do something about stu-
dent poverty?

19/05/2022P00700Deputy Simon Harris: That is exactly what I am talking to the Minister for Housing, Lo-
cal Government and Heritage about.  However, I will come back specifically to the point about 
whether there is a version of that scheme which could be applied to the delivery of student 
accommodation in circumstances where there is clearly a gap between the market’s ability to 
provide and what students and their families can afford.

I am committed to addressing issues relating to the cost of education that are affecting 
students and their families, including those who are disadvantaged or experiencing poverty�  
Obviously, the student grant is an absolutely critical support for students who receive it�  I have 
already made a number of changes to the grant scheme to help alleviate financial pressures on 



19 May 2022

483

thousands of students and their families with improvements coming in September�  From the 
start of the academic year in September, all student grant maintenance payments will increase�  
More families will qualify through the income threshold increase, and a number of students will 
see their grants significantly increase, by 25% or more, as a result of change to the qualifying 
distance for the non-adjacent rate of grant, which is being reduced from 45 km to 30 km�  It 
is critical that the student grant scheme continues to evolve to reflect the financial reality that 
affects learners.  The Deputy is right.  When we conducted the student grant review, it showed 
that the single-biggest cost facing students was accommodation�

The review also showed that is why student grants need to significantly increase.  It has 
made a recommendation that they need to increase by 25% to be at a level that is fully impact-
ful for our students�  That is why I commissioned the review�  It will inform future deliberations 
on the direction of the scheme�  In addition to the student grant schemes, as the Deputy knows, 
students in third level institutions who are experiencing financial need can apply for support 
under the student assistance fund through its access office.  It assists students, in a sensitive and 
compassionate manner, who might otherwise be unable to continue their third level studies due 
to financial circumstances.

With regard to accommodation shortages, I am very much aware of the difficulties faced by 
students in obtaining affordable accommodation.  I am glad to report that there were 970 new 
higher-education-institution-owned, purpose-built student accommodation bed spaces complet-
ed in the past two years�  Work is under way on site on a further 929 spaces�  These bed spaces 
are institution owned as opposed to privately owned�  As of December 2021, approximately 
14,500 purpose-built student accommodation bed spaces were owned by higher education in-
stitutions.  Shortages in student accommodation reflect a need to increase the supply of all types 
of accommodation, including student accommodation, and I am working with the Minister for 
Housing, Local Government and Heritage to see if there are some specific initiatives we can 
put in place to help colleges manage to build college-owned affordable accommodation.  The 
Deputy raised an interesting point�  Is there a way the State can subsidise bridging that cost in 
order that we can get our colleges building?  A significant number of planning permission ap-
plications have already been approved for many of them�

19/05/2022P00800Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The key point is that education is a right, not a privilege�  I 
will go further and say it is now a societal imperative�  In other words, every doctor, psycholo-
gist, apprentice, arts worker, scientist and engineer we get qualified is making our society better.  
We have a shortage of all of those people, and many others I am not mentioning, right across 
the board�  It is the State’s obligation, in its own interests and in the interests of the students, to 
remove barriers to progressing in education to the highest possible level�  It is, in that context, 
frankly outrageous that in UCD we are talking about up to €14,000 in accommodation costs for 
the new builds.  Even the lower stuff costs approximately €8,000.  It is similar elsewhere.  If a 
student has to access private accommodation, whether it is investor-built or other accommoda-
tion, the rents are extortionate�  I will say a word about fees in a minute�  Fees are also a con-
siderable barrier.  At the very least, we have to make accommodation affordable for students.  
Otherwise, a great number of students are put under extraordinary pressure and for some of 
them it is just impossible to proceed with their education�

19/05/2022P00900Deputy Simon Harris: We need to reduce the cost of education in range of areas�  I have 
already outlined my views, which we will have a chance to discuss in a moment, on the reg-
istration fee, improving student grants and doing more on student accommodation�  I will tell 
the Deputy about three specific actions we are taking.  The first is that I wrote recently to all 
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universities, technological universities and institutes of technology inviting them to put forward 
any local solutions�  This is a departure from previous policy�  They could identify an unused 
hotel or building that could be converted or modified to be college-owned student accommoda-
tion�  We would help repurpose existing buildings that have not been used�  There are vacant 
buildings throughout this country which could contribute to increased supply ahead of the next 
academic year�  That remains an open invitation to all universities�  We have received indica-
tions of interest already�

The second is that we have seen an increase in the number of higher-education-institution-
owned, purpose-built student accommodation.  I have already given the Deputy those figures.  
The Irish Universities Association reports that there are a further 3,500 beds either under con-
struction or in planning for college-owned accommodation.  With regard to the affordability 
piece, we changed the law in this House, specifically to try to help with affordability in terms of 
limiting the amount that a student can be required to pay up front�  It was-----

19/05/2022P01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Aire�

19/05/2022P01100Deputy Simon Harris: I apologise�

19/05/2022P01200Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: Yes, but some of that purpose-built accommodation is 
completely unaffordable-----

19/05/2022P01300Deputy Simon Harris: That is true�

19/05/2022P01400Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: -----and we have to do something about that�

On the fees front, I will make a point about a graduate entry medicine course that I heard 
discussed earlier�  It is one thing for the Bank of Ireland to remove the loan, but people who 
we need to qualify as doctors should not have to take out a loan in the amount of €15,000 per 
year at all�  We desperately need the doctors in our health service�  It is madness to force them 
to pay €60,000�  The latter means that working class people can forget about trying to become 
doctors�  Even for people who might have a bit of money, €60,000 is crazy�  It is self-defeating 
to put those kinds of barriers in the way of people who want to graduate in medicine, especially 
when we desperately need doctors�  I could say that about other allied health professionals too, 
but I do not have time�  We should remove those fees�

19/05/2022Q00200Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I ask the Minister to reconsider bringing forward a new stu-
dent accommodation strategy with affordability at its core.  I acknowledge the different things 
he is doing, but we need a new student accommodation strategy to be able to tackle the extent 
of the problem we are facing�  This issue cannot be separated from the issue of underfunding in 
higher education generally�  Even on-campus accommodation was turned into another source of 
revenue for colleges to replace the public funding removed during austerity�  It is not the fault 
of the individual institutions�  These decisions were made at Government level�  The on-campus 
accommodation charges nearly market rate because it is needed to cover the cost�  It is used to 
attract the more lucrative students, to the point where some colleges give half of all on-campus 
accommodation to this relatively small body of students�  We cannot build luxury accommoda-
tion.  We have to build affordable accommodation for students.

19/05/2022Q00300Deputy Michael McNamara: The shortage of student accommodation is a widespread 
issue.  Deputy Boyd Barrett referred to UCD specifically.  The Minister of State, Deputy Col-
lins, and I both know there is a shortage of student accommodation in Limerick�  What are 
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University of Limerick’s plans to develop the Clare bank?  It already has some accommodation 
on that, but there is a large land bank�  Deputy Conway-Walsh spoke about the need to match 
third level places with the needs of industry�  That is what the university hopes to do, to develop 
workspaces in conjunction with private industry, so that students can come out of university 
well-equipped and up-to-date, because skill sets change not even annually, but monthly, as the 
president of the university recently told me�  I know the Minister may have an answer about the 
plans to develop that bank and I would like to know what those plans are�

19/05/2022Q00400Deputy Simon Harris: I will do my best to address the three issues�  The Government’s 
position is not that graduate-entry medicine is the only route into medicine, which is impor-
tant.  We are talking about significantly increasing the number of medicine places, beginning in 
September�  We ruled out student loans as a model to sustainably fund education�  I said earlier 
that it is not about asking the bank to continue the loan indefinitely, but to remove the cliff edge 
while we come forward with public policy solutions�

We are changing the policy on student accommodation�  I am trying to identify new so-
lutions and I think that, once they are identified, a new or updated student accommodation 
strategy will be required�  In response to Deputy McNamara, University of Limerick indicated 
that as part of its future campus planning, it is advancing an application for the designation of 
lands on the County Clare side of the campus, as an economic strategic zone�  It has indicated 
to my Department that it sees potential for new and innovative models of teaching and learning 
through designation of a strategic development zone alongside its current campus�  There will 
be a further deepening of engagement with industry�  The close partnership between univer-
sity and industry in the delivery of higher education could offer opportunities.  I will give the 
Deputy a more substantive written reply�

19/05/2022Q00500Deputy Michael McNamara: How will students get there if there are no light rail plans 
and no northern distributor road?  Is there scope for a supplementary question?

19/05/2022Q00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: No�

19/05/2022Q00700Deputy Simon Harris: I was given a minute to answer the questions�  It is quite hard�

19/05/2022Q00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It was really one question, with the other two being addi-
tional to it�  The Minister did his best�

19/05/2022Q00900Deputy Simon Harris: I do my best�

19/05/2022Q01000Deputy Michael McNamara: I appreciate that�  I thank the Leas-Cheann Comhairle for 
facilitating it�

19/05/2022Q01050Third Level Costs

19/05/2022Q01100105� Deputy Dara Calleary asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science if he will outline measures to improve funding supports for 
students in further and higher education, including an update on the review of the SUSI grant 
scheme and an update on the implementation group to look at the issue of future funding of our 
higher education institutions, grant supports and reform implementation; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [25268/22]
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19/05/2022Q01200Deputy Dara Calleary: The Minister recently made an announcement of substantial extra 
funding for third level education�  He also committed to revamping the Student Universal Sup-
port Ireland grant scheme�  I am interested in where we are with that and about its timeline�  
How will the extra funding he announced for third level address the problems that we have just 
discussed?

19/05/2022Q01300Deputy Simon Harris: I think it will remove any excuses about universities needing to 
hike up student accommodation costs�  The sector now agrees that €307 million is needed and 
if we provide that, we need to start to see fair play on a number of these important issues�  The 
€307 million will drive down the student-staff ratio.  It is about 19:1 or 20:1 in Ireland.  The EU 
average is about 14:1 or 15:1�  It will get us to the EU average and mean that we are funding 
higher education at a similar level to Sweden�  It will mean we are investing €2,000 more per 
student, per year in their education�  Five themes are set out for reforms, including access and 
better links between further education�  I give the example of a nurse who does a post-leaving 
certificate course, PLC.  We cannot have a situation where someone can do wonderfully well in 
a PLC in nursing and not get a place in a graduate course for a nursing degree.  There are five 
themes for reform in the group chaired by Professor Anne Looney, Professor Tom Collins and 
I, which will meet for the first time next week.

Core funding is one part of the plan�  The cost of education is another part�  The Government 
has agreed to take a two-pronged approach, with a gradual reduction in the registration fee and a 
significant increase in the SUSI student grant scheme.  We have outlined a number of things that 
need to happen with the SUSI student grant scheme, including making sure the grants increase 
more in line with the cost of living�  The review reckons that the grants need to increase by 25% 
to get back to where they need to be�  We also need to make decisions about funding part-time 
students under SUSI�  We have started, in the budgets that we voted for, to increase student 
grants, reducing the distance that a student has to live from college to qualify for a larger grant 
and increasing the income threshold�  I expect to be in a position to introduce another package 
of student supports in budget 2023 to improve SUSI further�

19/05/2022Q01400Deputy Dara Calleary: I thank the Minister�  He has been in this House for long enough to 
know that money will not absolve people from not taking responsibility�  We are good at throw-
ing money at things, but we need to make sure that we get outcomes�  What is the timeline to 
reduce the teacher-student ratio or lecturer-student ratio?  The student contribution is currently 
€3,000 per annum�  The Minister committed that it would be gradually reduced�  Will that hap-
pen in this year’s budget?  Is he seeking support for that process to begin in this year’s budget?  
Coming back to SUSI, a 25% increase is needed, and it will be higher as the year goes on and 
inflation rockets higher.  Has the Minister a timeline in mind for that increase?  What other re-
forms is he considering for this year’s budget?

19/05/2022Q01500Deputy Simon Harris: I am actively seeking support to reduce the registration fee�  I wel-
come the support of the Deputy and everybody else on this because I believe €3,000 per year 
is too high�  We could and should increase the grants, but there will always be people who we 
all represent who will not qualify for the grant�  The €3,000 was brought in at a time of extraor-
dinary difficulty in this country.  If a family has two kids going to college at the same time, as 
many people do, there will be €24,000 in Government charges to get those two students through 
a four-year degree�  I met students and parents in Longford recently and they were clear about 
this�  The pace which we do this at, which we have to be honest about since we are part of a col-
lective Government, is a matter for the Estimates process�  This Government has three budgets 
left.  I believe, looking at the figure of €307 million, that we can make extraordinary progress 
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in closing that gap in the lifetime of this Government�  Similarly, we can make progress on the 
SUSI review and the student registration fee�  I have been a Minister for long enough to know 
that we cannot achieve everything in one budget, but in three budgets, now that we have the 
plan, the figures and the reform agenda, I genuinely believe that we can make significant prog-
ress on the registration fee, the grant and the core funding�

19/05/2022Q01600Deputy Dara Calleary: Could we anticipate a reduction in the student contribution fee or 
an increase in SUSI in 2023?  It is important that we expand the available SUSI grant support�  
I am with the Minister on the student contribution.  It is a fee.  “Student contribution” is a silly, 
insulting phrase�  It is a fee and it excludes many people from education�  The same people are 
hit all the time�  They may be working and cannot get support for anything�  When it comes to 
investing in the family’s education or their own education, they are blocked if they are working 
part-time�  I ask the Minister to prioritise this�  I know the Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, 
will be more than open to this�  He shares many of those aspirations�  We have to send a signal 
that the macro-money, the €307 million, has been provided, but also that the concerns of stu-
dents, parents and those funding their education are being taken seriously too�

19/05/2022Q01700Deputy Simon Harris: I could not agree more with the Deputy�  He has summed it up cor-
rectly�  The core funding is key�  We cannot rob Peter to pay Paul�  We have to close the gap 
in the core funding of €307 million in the lifetime of this Government�  We also have to make 
progress on the cost of education�  We have published a Government policy that states we 
will, through successive budgets, increase grants and gradually reduce the fees�  I would like 
to say more on that�  That is the Government’s position, so that is what we will do�  With my 
colleague, the Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, we did put it together�  I think it was a €30 
million package of student supports last year.  We saw the SUSI grants increase for the first time 
in ten years last year�  From September all the SUSI grants increase and quite a lot of changes 
are coming in to SUSI�  I expect we will receive another pot of funding for student supports�  
How we divide that between registration fee changes and student grants will be a matter for 
the budget�  I expect we will be in a position to show good form and good progress in this in 
budget 2023�  The key thing will be for us to keep the momentum going during the lifetime of 
this Government and the three remaining budgets�

19/05/2022R00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Ba mhaith liom fáilte a chur roimh na daltaí san Áiléar 
Poiblí�  Tá sé tráthúil go mbaineann na ceisteanna le cúrsaí oideachais agus leis an Aire Breisoi-
deachais agus Ardoideachais, Taighde, Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta �  Guím ar an Teachta Boyd 
Barrett a cheist a chur trí Ghaeilge más mian leis�

19/05/2022R00300Further and Higher Education

19/05/2022R00400106� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science if measures will be taken as part of budget 2023 to ensure 
that all financial barriers for those wishing to undertake further education or apprenticeship 
courses are removed; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25334/22]

19/05/2022R00500Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I do not know what school they are from but I was going 
to refer to the young people in the Visitors Gallery as well�  I am not sure what year they are in 
but when they finish school, many of them will be looking to go to higher or further education 
or do apprenticeships�  That would be good for them and also for our society because we need 
people in construction, medicine, the health service, in the arts and so on�  However, we are put-
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ting barrier after barrier in the way of people actually getting in to third level or continue there�  
We should remove all financial, fee and other barriers.

19/05/2022R00600Deputy Simon Harris: I too welcome the students and thank them for being here�  I want 
them to know that we are going to put an education system in place that means they can get to 
wherever they want in life�  I urge them please to join in a conversation about broader educa-
tional opportunities, university, further education, apprenticeships - there are so many different 
ways of getting where they want to go�  I thank them and welcome them to the Dáil�

A key priority for me, the Minister of State, Deputy Niall Collins, and everybody in this 
House is reducing the cost of education�  I hope my comments have not made the students leave�  
Maybe they have gone to sign up for the apprenticeships�

We have already taken action on the matters raised by Deputy Boyd Barrett�  I am sure he 
will welcome it.  We abolished the post-leaving certificate course, PLC, levy.  There was a €200 
per year levy to do a PLC course�  We were telling people to go back to education and do a PLC 
course and then we were charging them for the privilege.  We abolished the levy with effect 
from September�  That has been welcomed across the sector�  The Deputy will also know that 
we introduced for the first time ever a fund called “mitigating against education disadvantage”.  
For the first time ever, we are providing funds to community education projects including in his 
own constituency and including laptops and sensory rooms�  It funded over 500 projects in 2020 
and 600 projects in 2021�  We have made it a permanent part of the landscape� 

We introduced apprenticeship bursary schemes targeted at supporting under-represented 
groups including female participation in apprenticeships�  We will make further progress on 
this in budget 2023 in October.  We are working to reduce and remove financial barriers.  The 
Deputy is right that this is not just about the cost of living, although that is an important part�  It 
is also about the skills needs of our country�  I believe we can do more in the budget�

19/05/2022R00700Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The Minister knows our position�  We think we should get 
rid of all fees and all financial barriers.  Now is the time for bold moves.  We are facing chronic 
shortages in a number of areas such as construction, education, medicine and almost every area 
one can imagine�  I want to ask about one particular group, though�  There is a chronic shortage 
of psychologists and the result is real suffering, particularly for children with special needs.  
They cannot get assessments or services�  We are putting shocking barriers in the way of people 
getting doctorates in psychology�  Clinical psychology is partially funded but educational and 
counselling psychology are not�  People doing doctorates which are necessary to qualify are 
paying extortionate fees of €11,000 a year and are having to work for free on placement�  Their 
counterparts in clinical psychology are paid €36,000 a year�  It is madness to put that barrier in 
their way�

19/05/2022R00800Deputy Simon Harris: As the Deputy knows, in respect of reducing financial barriers, we 
have already removed a number of them.  We have increased student grants for the first time in 
a decade, meaning that many people will see their student grants increase by more than 25% 
in September�  Also, when I became Minister, while the commitment in the programme for 
Government was not to increase the registration fee, we have now managed to publish a paper 
that commits to reducing it and increasing student grants�  We are making policy progress on 
improving access and recognising education as a public good�

The issue of psychologists strays quite a bit from the question on further education and ap-
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prenticeships�  However, I take the Deputy’s point�  The role of my Department is to work with 
line Departments such as Education or Health, which can bring forward ideas and proposals in 
terms of assistance they need from us in providing more college places and we respond�  It is 
a matter for the line Department, be that Health or Education in respect of the specific issue of 
psychology�  I am happy to look into the issue, talk to my colleagues and revert to the Deputy 
in writing�

19/05/2022R00900Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The question is really getting at barriers�  By the way, I 
think we should get rid of all apprenticeship fees for college, for the bit apprentices have to do 
in college�  There is a campaign on that�  I was asked by someone doing educational psychology 
to raise this so I am taking the opportunity�

19/05/2022R01000Deputy Simon Harris: I am happy the Deputy is doing so�

19/05/2022R01100Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: A Vision for Change recommended that we have 190 psy-
chologists in the child and adolescent mental health services, CAMHS�  Currently we have 
90, less than half of what was recommended more than a decade ago.  There is real suffering 
for very vulnerable children as a result�  Then we have people like Áine who wrote to me, and 
I have received multiple representations, who wants to do educational psychology�  They are 
paying €11,000 in fees and have to work four days a week on placement doing this work but are 
paid nothing�  To make a bad situation worse, they are working side by side with people who 
happen to be on clinical psychology courses who are being paid €37,000 to €40,000 for doing 
the same work and who do not have to pay fees�  That inequity has to be addressed�

19/05/2022R01200Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: We spoke earlier about the overall cost of education�  I take 
the Minister at his word that he is committed to third level education as a public good�  That 
must mean something, particularly in respect of apprenticeships�  The Minister outlined earlier 
efforts that were being made to tackle the backlog but it is not being done fast enough.  When 
does the Minister project that we will have no waiting lists in apprenticeships?  The cost of the 
extra waiting time is not only in terms of cost of accommodation and the fees that are involved 
but also in terms of not being paid what they should be paid�  If a student was starting at Trinity 
tomorrow morning for a four-year degree course and then it turned out to be six years, there 
would be hell to pay.  Why should it be any different for an apprentice?

19/05/2022R01300Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputies�  It is because of the importance and the sen-
sitivity of the issue Deputy Boyd Barrett raises that I want to get him a more substantive reply 
than I have here�  If he would like to send me Áine’s correspondence I will certainly discuss that�  
My understanding on the issue of payment for placements is that it is a matter for a Department 
other than mine�  The Deputy might still let me, as a member of Government, see if I can make 
progress for him on that and come back to him and to Áine with a more detailed answer�

In response to Deputy Conway Walsh, I do not mean this in any flippant or smart way but 
we need to have a common and shared understanding of what we mean by “waiting”.  As we 
increase the number of people coming in to apprenticeships, and we are seeing a massive in-
crease, there will always be people who are waiting�  I think what the Deputy and I both mean is 
people who are waiting longer than they should be�  In respect of the people waiting longer than 
they should be, I expect during the course of this year for massive progress to be made in that 
regard�  In fairness to my colleague, the Minister of State, Deputy Niall Collins, a large amount 
has been allocated in additional funding.  There has been a lot of flexibility shown by the sector.  
A lot of it, although not all of it, does arise from the Covid backlog�  It is not a lack of resources 
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on our part because we are throwing more money than ever before at apprenticeships�  It is so 
vital.  It is requiring physical expansion to capacity and additional staffing as well. 

Questions Nos. 107 and 108 replied to with Written Answers.

19/05/2022R01500Apprenticeship Programmes

19/05/2022R01600109� Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan asked the Minister for Further and Higher Educa-
tion, Research, Innovation and Science the way that apprenticeship training will help meet the 
targets of the new national retrofitting scheme; and if he will make a statement on the matter. 
[25272/22]

19/05/2022R01700Deputy Dara Calleary: I am taking this question on behalf of Deputy Christopher 
O’Sullivan.  This is in respect of the targets of the national retrofitting scheme and comes back 
to some of the discussion around apprenticeships�  There is a commitment to get an extra 2,600 
places in the nearly zero energy building apprenticeship�  What is the position with that target?  
Is the Minister confident it will be met?

19/05/2022R01800Deputy Niall Collins: I thank the Deputies for the question�  A range of skills are needed 
to support delivery of the new national retrofit scheme, including general operatives, those 
with short retrofit-related courses, craft apprentices and those with professional qualifications 
in areas such as architecture and engineering�  Consequently, education and training relevant to 
the skills needed for retrofitting targets are delivered across the full remit of the tertiary sector 
system, through mainstream education and training as well as through specific programmes 
such as Springboard, the human capital initiative and Skillnet Ireland�

Among the 65 apprenticeships available, retrofit activity is included in a range of construc-
tion-related programmes�  Curricula are regularly updated to keep pace with changes in indus-
try and regulations.  Recognising the diversity of skills required for retrofit and the variety of 
apprenticeships available, it is considered that current training options offer a more agile and 
effective way to meet labour and skills needs in a way that meets quality standards rather than 
requiring a dedicated apprenticeship programme�

In the further education and training sector, there are some 50 programmes in areas such as 
green skills and sustainability, which include retrofits and near-zero energy building, NZEB.  
The training opportunities are provided by the on-site retrofit programmes in centres of excel-
lence in Laois–Offaly, Waterford–Wexford and Limerick–Clare education and training boards, 
ETBs�  The Minister will open the latest NZEB centre in Limerick on Monday�  We intend to 
open three more, including in Cork.  We are really pleased to confirm that we have reached an 
agreement to open a new centre of excellence in Dublin also�

Ongoing innovation in delivery includes a move to a blended model of training in addition 
to the development of a pilot virtual-reality programme, which is expected to be operational 
by the end of the year.  It is really important to change the perception.  There is no retrofitting 
apprenticeship, as I stated, but there are courses available to men and women who work in 
construction-related trades currently�  They can last between three days and three weeks�

19/05/2022S00200Deputy Dara Calleary: The target of the national retrofitting scheme is 500,000 houses.  It 
is an extraordinary target.  It really needs a Marshall Plan effort to reach it given its complexity.  
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We are nowhere near that�  Is there a co-ordination point within the Department to ensure all 
the courses - the Minister of State mentioned a figure of 60 - are delivering the places we need?

A commitment was made at the beginning of February, at the launch of the national ret-
rofitting scheme, to have 2,650 extra places on the NZEB apprenticeship course.  That would 
bring us up to just under 5,000 by the end of this year�  What is the position on that target?  The 
commitment was given on 8 February and it is now 19 May�  Are we further on in meeting the 
target?  That is the first target that needs to be met.  If it cannot be met, it gives me doubts as to 
whether we can do what is needed to reach 500,000�

19/05/2022S00300Deputy Niall Collins: I thank Deputy Calleary�  This is of high priority�  Our Department 
is engaged actively and proactively through each of our ETBs�  There have been several reports 
arising from the work of the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs and also the work on having a 
zero-carbon economy�  They have produced targets in respect of which we are trying actively to 
create awareness and ensure that all apprenticeships and course offerings meet, in their built-in 
modelling, our climate-action requirements, particularly in the retrofitting area.

The wider retrofitting programme, run by the Department of the Minister for the Environ-
ment, Climate and Communications, Deputy Eamon Ryan, will create a one-stop shop for roll-
out and delivery�  That is part of the linkages and liaison to assess demand�

19/05/2022S00400Deputy Dara Calleary: I reiterate my call for a central point�  Someone needs to take 
charge of this in the Department�  The person should be co-ordinating all the activity to ensure 
somebody has the target in mind�

I note the list of centres the Minister of State gave in his initial answer�  There is no centre 
planned for the west coast�  It is all about the midlands�  In the west, we have houses that need 
retrofitting too, and people need to be able to access the centres without considerable expense.

Could the Minister of State revert to me on our progress on places in the NZEB programme?

19/05/2022S00500Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: The ETBs are mentioned only twice in the national appren-
ticeship plan, which concerns me�  I visited Ballina last week�  Wonderful work is being done 
there on apprenticeships in electrical work, butchery and several other trades.  We need an office 
for further education and training and apprenticeships to protect the integrity of the trades�  I am 
really concerned about what I hear�  We have a waiting list of 18 months to two years for the 
warmer homes scheme�  We desperately need the skills but I am concerned about the integrity 
of the apprenticeship courses offered.  We really need to manage this properly.

I take it that workshops take time in that refurbishment and procurement are required�  We 
have to speed up the procurement process�  We are in such an urgent position�  It takes two to 
three years to go through the process.  Could the Minister of State examine this specifically to 
speed up the process?

19/05/2022S00600Deputy Niall Collins: In reply to Deputy Calleary, an NZEB centre in Sligo is being worked 
on and is to be opened soon�  On Deputy Conway-Walsh’s concerns, we will talk to the national 
apprenticeship office.
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19/05/2022S00700Technological Universities

19/05/2022S00800110� Deputy Ged Nash asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science the steps that he and the Higher Education Authority are taking to prog-
ress the process of obtaining technological university status for Dundalk Institute of Technol-
ogy; and if he will make a statement on the matter�  [24104/22]

19/05/2022S00900Deputy Ged Nash: The securing of technological university status for Dundalk IT is fun-
damental to the economic and social development of County Louth and the rest of the north 
east�  As the Minister knows, there are only two institutes outside consortia: Dundalk IT, DkIT, 
and the Institute of Art Design and Technology, IADT�  The Minister recently visited Dundalk 
IT, for which I thank him�  I am somewhat reassured by the informal conversations he and I 
have had about the direction of travel�  Could he formally update the House on the progress on 
technological university status for DkIT?

19/05/2022S01000Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for raising this matter and arranging for me to 
meet members of the Teachers’ Union of Ireland when I visited DkIT�  I was delighted to do so 
and will be delighted to have a further meeting with them in due course�

As the Deputy is well aware, DkIT is currently pursuing a trajectory to achieve technologi-
cal university status�  Let me be very clear: the north east must not and will not be left behind 
when it comes to having a technological university�  It is key to have university status in the 
north east�  We know how we got here, and no one needs a history lesson about this�  It is now 
about the future and getting this done�  We now have circumstances in which the governing 
body, staff representative bodies, executive management team and student union all have the 
same vision�  They all want the institute to become a technological university�

The Government and Department have provided financial assistance through the techno-
logical university transformation fund and we have appointed Dr� Ruaidhrí Neavyn as an expert 
adviser through the Higher Education Authority to help DkIT achieve the metrics required�  I 
am delighted the institute is availing of those services and was very pleased to meet Dr� Neavyn 
when I visited DkIT�

Substantial progress has been made in delivering technological universities across the coun-
try�  Every single application I received has been processed, allowing each applicant to become 
a technological university�  DkIT’s ambition to become part of a multi-campus technological 
university will require to be considered under the legislative approach prescribed in section 
38 of the 2018 Act for the merger of an institute of technology with an existing technological 
university�  It is a matter for any stand-alone institute to engage with an existing technological 
university on the merits of its incorporation�

Realistically, as three of the five technological universities have been established only since 
October last, it is required that these conversations take place directly with the institute and the 
other parties concerned�  However, as soon as we receive any application or any progress on 
metrics from DkIT, we will proceed with the utmost urgency and support from the Government, 
my Department and all the Oireachtas Members in Louth, including Deputy Nash�

19/05/2022S01100Deputy Ged Nash: The Minister’s preference is to have the relationships form organically�  
Every time I read about the creation of a new technological university in this country, my heart 
sinks�  This is because Dundalk is isolated and has been left stranded�  I see every announce-
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ment as a missed opportunity for DkIT and its students�  The delays and obfuscation over the 
past few years have been inexcusable�  In truth, there is a culture of impunity at the top of the 
college and, in my view, nobody is being held to account for the delays, which have been re-
ally damaging.  It has been a bruising experience for the staff in DkIT, who have pioneered and 
campaigned very strongly to secure technological university status for DkIT�  I acknowledge 
that the Higher Education Authority is very much involved in trying to move this process on�  
That is very important indeed�

I acknowledge that the DkIT metrics are good and going in the right direction�  All the evi-
dence suggests that DkIT would be a very strong partner in any consortium with technological 
university status�  Could the Minister clarify for the House what his function is in this regard?  
Does he have a function in bringing individual parties together to include them in a consortium 
if no consortium or deal can be arrived at organically?

19/05/2022S01200Deputy Simon Harris: My legislative function is very clear in the Technological Univer-
sities Act�  I have just started setting up technological universities right across the country�  I 
am very eager that we deliver one for the north east�  However, my actual function has been to 
provide funding and expert advice�  This has resulted in much progress in respect of DkIT�  I 
believe we will be in a position to make progress in the north east and genuinely believe we will 
deliver technological university status for the institute�  The Deputy talked about missed op-
portunities�  He will note that none of them lie with this House, the current Government or any 
previous Government, but we need to move on from them now�  There is now a shared vision in 
DkIT for the first time ever, with staff, students, the management body and governing authority 
all saying the same thing�

12 o’clock

We have the experts in there working on the metrics�  My role is to bring people together, 
facilitate conversations, provide financial assistance and bring Oireachtas Members from Louth 
together�  Maybe we could usefully do that before the summer recess�  

  Is féidir teacht ar Cheisteanna Scríofa ar www.oireachtas.ie.

  Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website.

19/05/2022T00200Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions

19/05/2022T00300Deputy Pearse Doherty: Níl dabht ar bith ach go bhfuil smacht caillte ag an Rialtas ar 
an ghéarchéim costais maireachtála�  Tchímid go bhfuil méadú de 28% tagtha ar bhillí leict-
reachais, go bhfuil méadaithe os cionn 50% tagtha ar bhillí gáis agus go bhfuil an costas d’ola 
chun tithe a théamh beagnach dúbailte le bliain anuas�  Tá cíosanna imithe suas 12% agus tá brú 
millteanach ar theaghlaigh ar ioncaim íseal agus ar mheánioncaim�

There is no doubt the cost of living crisis is reducing the living standards of low- and 
middle-income households across the State.  Inflation in the 12 months to April reached over 
7%, the biggest spike we have seen in prices in more than two decades�  Workers and families 
are struggling�  They are seeing their energy bills soar and other costs rise�  We know what has 
caused this�  Many factors are beyond our control but others are not�  Soaring rents and unaf-
fordable childcare are not beyond the control of this Government�  In many ways, they have 
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reached such unaffordable levels because of Government policy.  The Government can and 
must respond�

We in Sinn Féin recognise that every household cannot be protected from every price in-
crease but low- and middle-income households must be supported�  In this regard, the Govern-
ment has lost control of the cost of living crisis�  Electricity bills have increased by 28% and gas 
bills by over 50%, the cost of home heating oil has almost doubled and rents have gone up by 
12%.  Inflation impacts everybody but not equally.  Lower-income and middle-income house-
holds are hit hardest, as they spend a higher proportion of their money on energy and food�  

The most vulnerable in our society are faced with choices they should never have to make 
over whether to eat or heat their homes�  Shamefully, the Government has not increased social 
welfare rates in response to historic levels of inflation.  The pay packets of low-paid workers 
cannot stretch from one month to the next�  Let us be clear�  The Government is deliberately 
allowing people to fall through the cracks�  Sinn Féin has for many months consistently called 
for a mini-budget that would bring forward a comprehensive package of measures to support 
low- and middle-income households� 

 This morning the Think-tank for Action on Social Change released its report on inequality 
in Ireland in 2022.  It highlights the fact inflation has impacted low-income households most 
and has been made worse by Government policy failure in areas such as housing and childcare�  
It recommends what Sinn Féin has called for for months, that is, an increase in social welfare 
rates to ensure the most vulnerable in our society are protected and supported�  It also calls for 
an increase in the minimum wage to boost the incomes of more than 130,000 workers�  How-
ever, the Government has refused to do either of these things�

Sinn Féin has been calling on the Government to introduce targeted measures to protect 
renters through a refundable tax credit putting one month’s rent back into renters’ pockets and 
to ban rent increases�  We have called on the Government to reduce the cost of childcare and 
of home heating oil�  These measures can be taken�  They are sensible, necessary and what 
families and workers need at this time�  The Government continues to delay, oppose and rule 
them out.  Workers and families cannot afford more delay or inaction.  They are looking for the 
Government to respond to an unprecedented challenge in their homes and lifestyles and to the 
cost-of-living crisis they face�  They are looking for the Government to take the actions we in 
Sinn Féin have spelled out�

Is the Government planning to introduce further measures or does it continue to ignore the 
plight of, in particular, those on fixed incomes who have not seen an increase in social welfare 
rates during these unprecedented price increases?

19/05/2022T00400The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy for raising this important issue�  I acknowledge that we 
face a cost-of-living crisis, that inflation is at levels not seen in a very long time and that people 
are feeling the pinch and more than a pinch�  Many are struggling to make ends meet�  It is af-
fecting households and families, as well as businesses in terms of the cost of energy�  People 
see it when they fill their car with petrol or diesel, really see it in their electricity or gas bill and 
increasingly are seeing it in other areas, such as groceries�

It is true that those most affected are those on lowest incomes because they spend more of 
their incomes on food and energy than those on middle or higher incomes�  However, I do not 
think it only affects those on low to middle incomes.  People on average incomes of €40,000 
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to €50,000 per year, working full time, are also being affected.  That is why the Government’s 
approach has been to take action that is universal so everyone gets some help, including those 
on middle and good incomes�  However, we are targeting our approach in order that most of the 
support is going to those on the lowest incomes�  I think that is the right approach�  Sinn Féin 
does not support it for ideological reasons but I disagree on that�  It is a universal approach to 
help everyone and recognise that middle-income families are being hit too, but is targeted to 
give additional help to those on the lowest incomes�  

I am a little disappointed in the Deputy’s question because there was no acknowledgement 
in it that the Government had done anything to help people with the cost of living�  That is not 
fair�  We have had packages totalling €2�4 billion to help people with the cost of living�  That is 
considerable and is more than would be the case in any one budget�  We had a tax and welfare 
package that kicked in in January�  Sinn Féin supported the welfare and pension increases but 
did not support the tax element of that�  The average couple earning €40,000 each per year, we 
will say, would be thousands of euro worse off under Sinn Féin in terms of after-tax income 
than under the current Government�  The increase in the minimum wage kicked in in January�  
We reduced VAT on electricity and gas�  We reduced excise on petrol and diesel�  We brought in 
targeted measures to help those who need it most, including the increase in the fuel allowance 
through two additional payments and the €200 discount per household on electricity bills which 
people are seeing in their bills at the moment�  There is a 2% cap on rent increases, which means 
rent is going up between 0% and 2% for existing tenancies�  We have had reductions in public 
transport fares, which I think have been widely welcomed, especially for younger people�  We 
have had a reduction in the cost of school transport for families with multiple kids using it�  We 
have had a reduction in the costs of medicine and 92% of childcare services have signed up to 
free fees�  There was not a single mention of any of that in the Deputy’s question, which is not 
fair�  It is €2�4 billion and ten or 20 measures, including universal ones to help everyone and 
targeted ones to help those most in need�  

I know I will hear back the usual rant for social media about how we do not get it, yadda 
yadda, and all the pre-scripted stuff.  I would like to see in part of the Deputy’s response an 
acknowledgement that the Government has done something in this area and has provided €2�4 
billion worth of relief to help households with the cost of living�  Will the Deputy at least be 
generous or honest enough to acknowledge that in his reply?

19/05/2022T00500Deputy Pearse Doherty: The Tánaiste missed the point�  We recognise what happened in 
the budget and the measures taken�  We had to push the Government repeatedly even to move 
in respect of petrol and diesel�  It still did not go far enough�  I can tell the Tánaiste, hand on 
heart, that the people who come into my constituency office and those of my colleagues are 
not ranting to us when they tell us they cannot make ends meet and are facing serious choices 
this year in respect of how to heat their homes, clothe their children and put food on the table�  
They are telling us that they are social welfare dependent�  The social welfare rates have not 
been increased by the Government despite the fact that inflation is running at over 7% and these 
individuals have a higher rate of inflation.  Renters are telling us that they cannot afford the rent 
increases, not even the 2% the Tánaiste is talking about - in many areas it is far more than that 
- and are being forced into homelessness�  They are not ranting to us; they are telling us their 
life experiences�

Will the Government respond to the immediate needs faced by low- and middle-income 
households and families that need additional supports in the form of social welfare increases, 
rent rebates and a reduction in childcare costs?
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19/05/2022U00200The Tánaiste: There has been an increase in social welfare rates�  That occurred in Janu-
ary and was done in response to the fact that we had a return to inflation.  There had not been 
increases in social welfare rates in some previous budgets�  Since then, there have been other 
increases in social welfare�  For example, we brought forward changes to the working family 
payment and we also brought in an extended fuel allowance period and an additional fuel al-
lowance payment�  We had welfare increases in January and, since then, there have been further 
welfare increases, acknowledging the fact that people living on welfare are being hit hardest 
by the increase in energy costs and now in food costs�  That was done�  It would, at least, be 
relevant for the Deputy to acknowledge that fact�  Welfare increases occurred in January and 
there have been two sets of further welfare increases since then�  Obviously, people on welfare 
have benefitted from the €200 per household reduction in electricity bills which is just kicking 
in now, as well as the reduction in excise on petrol and diesel�  These things are happening�

As we all acknowledge, a lot of these inflationary pressures are beyond the control of gov-
ernments, or at least the Irish Government, because they are driven by international factors�  
There are areas where we can help and do more, such as childcare and the cost of public trans-
port and we are working on proposals in those areas�

19/05/2022U00300Deputy Cian O’Callaghan: We know that two separate investigations are now under way 
into allegations of conflict of interest in decision-making of the deputy chair of An Bord Pleaná-
la, Paul Hyde�  One of the investigations is being carried out by Remy Farrell, senior counsel, 
while the other is an internal audit�  The terms of reference for Mr� Farrell’s inquiry were pub-
lished by the Government exactly one week ago but they already appear to be out of date as 
further allegations have come to light�  The Ditch has reported that an inspector’s report into the 
redevelopment of the Player Wills site in Dublin 8 was edited when discrepancies in the initial 
version were identified by a subdivision of the board chaired by Mr. Hyde.  Separately, the Irish 
Examiner has reported that in a case relating to a compulsory purchase order for a greenway in 
Kerry, Mr� Hyde suggested edits to an inspector’s report that came before the board�  A board 
member suggesting edits to an inspector’s report when those reports are supposed to be inde-
pendent of the board is highly unusual and very concerning�

Meanwhile, Mr� Hyde is not the only member of the board about whom allegations have 
now been published�  The Ditch has reported that another member of its strategic housing di-
vision voted on at least three planning applications in her own neighbourhood�  One of these 
developments was less than 400 m from her home in Rathmines�  According to the code of con-
duct of An Bord Pleanála, members are not supposed to vote on proposed developments in their 
immediate neighbourhood�  Bizarrely, however, when The Ditch contacted An Bord Pleanála 
and inquired as to what constituted an immediate neighbourhood, An Bord Pleanála declined 
to comment�  By contrast, the Planning Inspectorate in the UK is quite clear that its members 
should not consider developments within a 5 km radius of their neighbourhood�

Separately, there have been further allegations that Mr� Hyde failed to recuse himself from 
an application that was supported by a report from his brother’s engineering firm.

The terms of reference for Mr� Farrell’s inquiry allow for the exercise of a certain level of 
discretion in respect of the scope of his investigation but this discretion appears to be quite lim-
ited�  The terms clearly debar the investigation of anyone other than Mr� Hyde�

Given the centrality of An Bord Pleanála to the planning process and the absolute necessity 
that it retains the confidence of the public, can the Tánaiste confirm that the terms of reference 
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for the report of Mr� Farrell will be expanded to include these further allegations concerning 
Mr� Hyde?  Is any investigation being conducted or contemplated into allegations that another 
member of the board breached the code of conduct of An Bord Pleanála?  Can the Tánaiste 
explain why An Bord Pleanála will not answer simple media queries on matters such as what 
constitutes a member’s immediate neighbourhood for the purposes of its own code of conduct?  
Has An Bord Pleanála provided any updates to the Government regarding the progress of its 
internal audit of Mr� Hyde’s decisions?

19/05/2022U00400The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy�  These are very serious allegations and serious allega-
tions need to be taken seriously and properly investigated, but people are entitled to due process 
as well.  I am sure the Deputy will acknowledge that.  His questions are specific and deserve an 
answer.  I might ask the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, to revert to the Deputy with specific 
answers to his questions because I do not want to give him an answer here that might turn out 
to be incorrect�  While I have been briefed on this matter, it has been evolving and I might not 
be fully up to date on it�

What I can say is that a senior counsel has been appointed to provide a report to inform the 
Minister on this issue�  Terms of reference for the report were published by the Department 
of Housing, Local Government and Heritage on its website on 12 May�  Remy Farrell, senior 
counsel, is requested to provide a report to the Minister for Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage in accordance with these terms of reference within a period of six weeks�  Pending 
completion of the report of the senior counsel, it would not be appropriate for me to comment 
further�  The Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, is aware of the allegations that have been made 
and understands that those allegations are denied by the member concerned�  As I stated, pend-
ing completion of the report, it would not be appropriate for me to comment further�

The Office of the Planning Regulator has independently written to the chairperson of An 
Bord Pleanála, requesting him to outline the systems and procedures that An Bord Pleanála has 
in place to ensure effective compliance with the statutory duties provided for in the planning 
Acts regarding the declaration of interests and any other information he considers relevant�  I 
understand that An Bord Pleanála has responded to that request and the Planning Regulator is 
considering the response�  An Bord Pleanála is independent in the performance of its functions 
under the planning Act�

19/05/2022U00500Deputy Cian O’Callaghan: I thank the Tánaiste for his reply�  I will narrow it down to 
two fairly general questions that I think he will be able to answer�  First, will the scope of the 
investigation be widened so that all the allegations that are in the public domain will be inves-
tigated?  What is his view on that?  Should it be widened so that all allegations that are in the 
public domain will be investigated?  It currently appears that a significant number of allega-
tions, including those relating to another board member, will not be investigated�  I do not think 
that is acceptable�

Second, An Bord Pleanála has been refusing to give replies to simple and straightforward 
questions from the media�  What is the view of the Tánaiste in that regard?  Does he think An 
Bord Pleanála should give the media replies to simple and straightforward questions, such as 
in respect of the code of conduct and how the terms in it, such as “immediate neighbourhood”, 
are defined?

19/05/2022U00600The Tánaiste: As regards the scope of the investigation and whether it should be widened, 
that is a matter for the Minister, Deputy O’Brien, to consider�  Obviously, he will need to see 
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whether the additional allegations have substance and, on foot of that, will need to make a deci-
sion as to whether the terms of reference need to be changed or the investigation widened�  That 
is really a matter for the Minister, Deputy O’Brien, to consider�

As regards An Bord Pleanála, I agree that it should respond to media queries but if it cannot 
do so for some reason, it should explain why�  Sometimes there are reasons why it cannot�  It 
should respond but if it cannot do so, it should give a clear and credible reason for that�

19/05/2022U00700Deputy Peadar Tóibín: The British Foreign Secretary, Liz Truss, has been accused of say-
ing that a no-deal Brexit in Ireland would only affect a few farmers with turnips in the back of 
their trucks�  Some people might say that is just Tories being Tories, but it does give an insight 
into the ignorance at the heart of the British bad faith when it comes to Brexit and the North 
of Ireland�  The Good Friday Agreement is shredded and gutted�  The Executive has collapsed�  
This has happened at a time of a cost-of-living crisis and while 44,000 people are currently on 
housing waiting lists in the North of Ireland, 270,000 people there are on hospital waiting lists 
for longer than a year and 670,000 people are in poverty in the Six Counties�  This would not be 
acceptable in any other democratic society in the world�  The North-South Ministerial Council, 
which was one of the reasons nationalists voted for the Good Friday Agreement, has not met 
for nearly a year.  There is now mounting evidence that confirms that British collusion was 
involved in the multiple killings of Irish people, North and South, but yet the Tories are plough-
ing ahead with legislation which would indemnify murderers and securocrats responsible for 
these killings�  On the issue of the human right to life, which is a devolved issue under the Good 
Friday Agreement, today Brandon Lewis will announce the imposition of some of the most ex-
treme law in Europe onto the North of Ireland�  This will be done against the will of the people 
of the North�  It will see thousands of lives lost in the North over the coming years�  

The Tories and the DUP have totalled the Good Friday Agreement and the democratic rights 
of the people of the North�  The Government is a co-guarantor of the Good Friday Agreement�  
It is safe to say that the Government is not co-guaranteeing anything at the moment�  We believe 
it is beyond time that the Government fulfil its responsibilities.  The Good Friday Agreement is 
an international treaty�  The Government should be exhausting all international legal avenues 
to see its implementation; it should seek the suspension of MLA salaries while the Executive is 
suspended; it should harness the full extent of White House and EU power to put pressure on 
the British Government; it should seek the reconstitution of the British-Irish Intergovernmental 
Conference; it should at this stage be pushing for joint authority while Stormont is collapsed; 
and it should seek a legally defined role for the Assembly in the North to activate an Irish unity 
referendum.  I welcome the stronger language of the Minister for Foreign Affairs this week.  It 
was a breath of fresh air because the British do not understand subtlety�  We also need actions�  
What actions will the Government take to defend the Good Friday Agreement and the demo-
cratic rights of the people of the Six Counties?

19/05/2022V00200The Tánaiste: I do not know whether the Secretary of State, Liz Truss, made those remarks 
or not.  It is obviously for her to confirm or deny them.  However we all know that Brexit, even 
with the deal that we have had, has affected people.  It has affected businesses adversely with 
many consequences, although I think without the deal we have it would have been much worse�  
In respect of legacy, the Irish Government is very concerned about the proposals that have been 
put forward by the British Government in regard to legacy, amnesty and the non-prosecution 
of people who were involved in killing people in Northern Ireland, whether it was in terrorist 
offences or people from the security services.  We had the Stormont House Agreement.  We 
think that agreement should be honoured in regard to legacy�  We are very much of the view 
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that whatever is done in regard to legacy in Northern Ireland, should be done with the support 
of the parties in Northern Ireland and crucially should involve consultation with and the agree-
ment of the families and victims groups�  This is because many people are still grieving years 
and decades later because of what was done to them by paramilitaries and security forces�  It is 
they who should be at the centre of this�

In regard to the actions that we are taking, the Government is acting on two tracks�  As part 
of the European Union we are trying to negotiate with the United Kingdom in regard to the 
protocol, trying to come up with solutions that maintain the protocol in place and the benefits 
that arise from it, but in some way help to assuage and ease the concerns that unionists and 
some business people in Northern Ireland have�  We are working on that track in terms of how 
to modify and improve the protocol and trying to respond to some of the concerns that have 
been raised�

In particular, led by the Minister, Deputy Coveney, we are trying to engage with the British 
Government and the parties in Northern Ireland with a view to forming an Executive�  Getting 
the Assembly up and running is very important and does not require an Executive to be formed�  
That should happen�  An Executive should happen also�  I was involved for three years in nego-
tiations around Brexit�  What was missing was a functioning Northern Ireland Executive, a First 
Minister and a deputy First Minister who could speak on behalf of Northern Ireland�  What we 
have now is five or more parties, each with its leader, each just speaking for his or her party or 
maybe for one community or part of one community�  As nobody in Northern Ireland has the 
authority to speak on behalf of Northern Ireland, it is important that we have an Executive in 
place in order that the Executive, First Minister and deputy First Minister can be involved and 
can be across any changes that might happen to the protocol�  That is currently absent�  That is 
really regrettable�  The decision not to participate in the Executive is entirely down to one party� 

19/05/2022V00300Deputy Peadar Tóibín: On the legacy issue, Aontú published a Bill last week, the com-
mission of investigation (collusion by British state forces) Bill 2022, which would constitute 
a commission investigation into British collusion into the murders of Irish people North and 
South�  With the mounting evidence that exists we believe it is important that a commission 
investigation be held�  There has never been a comprehensive investigation in regard to British 
collusion in this country�  Victims and survivors are entitled to know�  Many of these families 
are getting older�  Time is running out for them�  There is an urgency about this�  Our Bill would 
empower a commission of investigation to compel witnesses in the South of Ireland�  It would 
also have the power to take evidence from outside of this jurisdiction�  It would have the power 
to consider information that has been published in state investigations internationally�  It could 
help to fill key gaps in the understanding of collusion.  Should a similar Bill be constituted in 
Stormont, it would allow for witnesses to be compelled on the island, North and South�  It is 
time to go beyond just those two steps of negotiating through the EU and negotiating on Stor-
mont directly with the British Government�  We need to pull other levers that are in our ability 
to solve this�  I encourage the Tánaiste to support the Aontú Bill on the commission of investi-
gation�

19/05/2022V00400The Tánaiste: There has been the Smithwick tribunal of which Deputy Tóibín will be 
aware�  I have not seen the Bill on the commission of investigation so we will certainly examine 
that when we have had a chance to see it.  There are a number of files and investigations still 
open, as the Deputy knows, in regard to offences that occurred in the past, as well as collusion.

19/05/2022V00500Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: I wish to raise the restriction by Transport Infrastructure Ire-
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land, TII, which prevents many people who wish to exit onto national secondary roads from 
getting planning permission.  This is adversely affecting applicants especially along the N72 
from Rathmore to Killarney and from Killarney to Killorglin�  We are talking about 22 of the 
25 miles�  In 2012 the Department authorised the National Roads Authority, NRA, now TII, 
not to grant permission to planning applicants to access the national secondary roads if the 
road from which they emerge onto the national secondary road is not in the charge of the local 
authority�  This is very unfair�  These roads and junctions are every bit as safe as those that are 
in the charge of Kerry County Council�  Sons and daughters of farmers, landowners and people 
who have lived and worked their holdings for generations need to build homes for themselves 
on their own land to be near their ageing parents and to be near their cows in order to milk and 
calve them�  They need to live on the farm on which they work but they are being denied the 
right by the TII rule�  I ask that the TII restrictions be lifted where there is an existing exit onto 
the N72 serving these holdings, in order that the next generation will be allowed to continue 
living at home.  No extra traffic movements would be created as they would be happy living in 
their parents’ home�

My contention is that if a farmer is forced to build or buy a house at a remove from the farm, 
he will most definitely generate more traffic movements going to and from his outside home to 
his farm and his ageing parents who are in his care�  Many of these local roads are public rights 
of way serving several holdings, houses and farms�  They are the same in every way as those 
that are in the charge of Kerry County Council�  However, Kerry County Council does not now 
have the funding to take them in charge�  These people who pay every tax and abide by every 
regulation are being blocked from getting planning permission by TII�  I wish to stress that what 
I ask is that where there is an existing exit onto the national secondary road and where the site 
distance at the junction complies with the regulations, planning be allowed for the landowners’ 
sons and daughters�  The problem for all those who cannot get permission in respect of their 
own land is that they have no hope of getting planning anywhere near their own holdings be-
cause all the areas surrounding Killarney - Mucross, Kilcummin, Aghadoe, Fossa and Beaufort 
- are designated as areas under intense upward pressure�  That means there can be no planning 
for outsiders�  The only option left is Killarney town, where land is making €1 million an acre 
and where houses cost €500,000 to €600,000 or more�

19/05/2022W00200The Tánaiste: I thank Deputy Danny Healy-Rae for raising this important issue�  As he will 
be aware, the Government, the party I lead, and, indeed, the Minister of State, Deputy Peter 
Burke, who is responsible for planning in this area, support the right of people to build rural 
housing on land that they own in order that they can live in their communities or live near their 
parents, as the case may be�  However, we have to get the balance right between proper planning 
and people’s right to build their own homes on their own land�

What we want to avoid when it comes to national roads is too many traffic movements on 
and off the road.  We want to avoid additional entrances and exits because that can slow the 
traffic, which is an irritation for everyone and which can also create road safety issues with lots 
of vehicles coming onto and off busy national roads.  I agree that there should be a distinction 
between existing entrances and exits and new ones�  I suppose it requires a commonsense and 
pragmatic approach, and that should be done on a case-by-case basis�  Where there is an exist-
ing entrance or exit, that is different and it should be treated differently to somebody who wants 
to create a new one�

19/05/2022W00300Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: I am grateful for the Tánaiste’s reply�  That is the point that I 
am trying to make�  Where there is an existing exit, where it is safe and where it meets all the 
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sight distance regulations, I am asking that we review the regulations that are in place because 
there is a complete blanket ban in place all the way from Rathmore, west of Killarney, around 
Killarney itself and from Fossa back to Killorglin�  It is ridiculous that farmers’ sons and daugh-
ters cannot get planning permission to build houses for themselves and put a roof over their 
heads�  If they have to live away from the farm and buy a house somewhere else, they are cer-
tainly generating more traffic back and forth to the farm, in and out to the farm and back to the 
houses they are living in�  This does not make one iota of sense�

I am all for road safety�  In many of these places we are talking about, for instance, over and 
along Ballaugh, there is two miles of a straight road where there is no problem in seeing the traf-
fic coming.  It is the same back along Dungeel into Killorglin.  There is plenty of sight distance 
there, and it is wrong to refuse these people�

19/05/2022W00400The Tánaiste Leo Varadkar: I thank the Deputy again for raising the issue�  I will take it 
up with the Minister for Transport and TII�  Blanket bans on national secondary roads are too 
extreme�  I am a former Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport�  National roads are variable�  
Some are big dual carriageways�  Others are quite small and would be classed as regional roads 
in other countries�  Blanket banks are too extreme�  I agree that where there is an existing en-
trance rather than a new one, it should be treated a bit differently for the reasons that the Deputy 
outlines, namely, that those traffic movements would probably be happening anyway.  That is 
why I think a pragmatic case-by-case approach should be taken rather than a blanket ban�  As 
I say, I am not across the details of the particular road to which the Deputy referred�  I will talk 
to Deputy Griffin about the matter and, as already stated, I will raise it with the Minister for 
Transport and TII�

19/05/2022W00450Ceisteanna ar Pholasaí nó ar Reachtaíocht - Questions on Policy or Legislation

19/05/2022W00500Deputy Pearse Doherty: The Government’s lack of forward planning in respect of spe-
cial education school places is holding children back from achieving their full potential�  The 
Government has had plenty of warning about this.  The Milne family first appeared on “Prime 
Time” three years ago when the Tánaiste held the post of Taoiseach�  The Government knows 
the number of children with special educational needs who need school places�  The eleventh-
hour announcement by the Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, this week that she will begin to 
issue section 37A notices to compel schools to open special units is a day late and a dollar short�  
Families again fear that they are going be left with no school places due to this Government’s 
failure�  I ask the Tánaiste to explain to concerned families out there how the Government will 
meet its programme for Government commitment to ensure that every child with a special edu-
cation need has an appropriate school place?

19/05/2022W00600The Tánaiste: I am deeply conscious of the anxiety experienced by many families where 
there are no appropriate school place available to them�  Indeed, this is a hot issue in Dublin 
15 in my own constituency, where we need approximately three additional special classes�  
There was a hot-and-heavy public meeting about the matter this week�  The Minister, Deputy 
O’Gorman, the Ministers of State, Deputies Chambers Madigan, and I are working on solutions 
at present�

There has been a major increase in provision for special needs in recent years�  The budget 
for special needs now is more than €2 billion, which is 25% of the education budget�  There has, 
therefore, been a big increase in provision of special education�  The number of special educa-
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tion teachers, for example, is now 14,000 - it was only 10,000 in 2011 - and there are additional 
special classes as well�  By any objective measure, there has been a real improvement in provi-
sion and a big increase in resources for special education, both in terms of money and teachers�  
I know that butters no parsnips and gives no comfort to parents who cannot get places for their 
children�  We need to get that sorted out well in advance of September�

19/05/2022W00700Deputy Ivana Bacik: My Labour Party colleagues and I were glad to stand in support 
of the Medical Laboratory Scientists Association on picket lines outside hospitals around the 
country yesterday�  I was glad to join members of the Medical Laboratory Scientists Associa-
tion in hospitals in my constituency�  We are all conscious that there are long-running issues 
that had driven the medical laboratory scientists to take this action�  In some cases, these issues 
have been ongoing for 20 years or more�  I refer, for example, to long-standing pay and career 
development issues�  There is massive frustration and burnout among medical scientists over 
the problems with recruitment, retention and pay and conditions�  I appeal to the Tánaiste to 
ensure that there is serious engagement by Government with the Medical Laboratory Scientists 
Association in order to ensure that this matter is resolved, that the issues which gave rise to the 
industrial action are addressed and that we do not see any escalation�  Through Covid, we all 
have got a new appreciation of the vital importance of the work that medical scientists do�

19/05/2022W00800The Tánaiste: I thank Deputy Bacik�  I acknowledge that medical scientists are essential to 
the health service�  Patients and members of the public often do not see what they do because 
they work in laboratories rather than in patient-facing areas�  As a medical doctor, I know what 
they do and I know how important they are to the health service�  I would certainly like to see 
this dispute resolved�

My Department, as the Deputy will be aware, has two offices under its remit, the Workplace 
Relations Commission, WRC, and the Labour Court�  We stand ready to assist in resolving 
this dispute, if we can�  The public service agreement group, which is made up of union and 
Civil Service representatives with an independent chair, met on 11 May to consider this mat-
ter�  It recommended that the matter should be referred to the WRC and that industrial peace be 
maintained in the meantime�  While the Medical Laboratory Scientists Association has agreed 
to engage at the WRC, it has not agreed to lift its strike action, which is unfortunate�  As I say, 
the WRC is ready to intervene and wants to intervene but we would like normal patient services 
resumed in the meantime�

19/05/2022W00900Deputy Cian O’Callaghan: I want to ask the Tánaiste about the Government’s plan to give 
€450 million in subsidies to developers to build apartments�  Analysis from the Business Post 
shows that these apartments will be sold at prices that only people on the top 14% of incomes 
would be able to afford.  They will be sold at full market prices; they will not be affordable.  
Yesterday, I put three questions to the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage�  
I asked if developers lobbied for this scheme, why there were no cost-benefit analysis, eco-
nomic evaluation or regulatory assessment and what level of profits for developers would be 
guaranteed and underpinned by this scheme�  The Minister did not give answers to any of my 
questions�  If the Government plans to give €450 million of the public’s hard-earned money to 
developers, the least the public deserve is to get answers to these questions�  Will the Tánaiste 
answer any of them?

19/05/2022W01000The Tánaiste: I will answer them as best I can�  I would not have been involved directly in 
this; it would have been dealt with by the Ministers, Deputies Donohoe, Michael McGrath and 
Darragh O’Brien�
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Speaking to some construction companies and developers in recent weeks, I am aware that 
they are not happy with this�  This is not the scheme that they would have organised or arranged�  
They would have preferred some sort of tax break or tax incentive, and they are not particularly 
enamoured of the Government’s scheme�  It is fair to say that this was not done for them�  Nor 
was it the scheme they would have designed for themselves�

The intention behind the scheme is to make the building of apartments viable�  For reasons 
related to the housing shortage and the need to take climate action, we need many more apart-
ments to be built in Dublin, Cork and our other cities�  Unfortunately, it is not viable to build 
apartments at present because of the cost involved�  This subsidy is designed to make it viable 
to produce apartments that would otherwise not be built�

19/05/2022X00200Deputy Mick Barry: After the events of last night, the Government has only a paper-thin 
majority and is significantly more vulnerable to pressure.  I am of the view that pressure will 
grow from working people hard-hit by the cost of living crisis�  Bus Éireann workers have been 
threatened with a two-year pay freeze and are not going to wear it�  Medical scientists have been 
underpaid for years and they are not going to take it anymore�  Some 87% of Bausch + Lomb 
workers in Waterford voted for strike action to reverse a pay cut�

With interest rates set to rise and big increases in mortgage payments on the way, I hope 
today’s cost-of-living protest will be just the start and more workers will begin to fight back.  
What is needed is an Opposition that does not just put pressure on the Government in the House 
but which helps fan the flames of workers’ opposition, which could hasten the end of this Gov-
ernment�  Sinn Féin should take note of that�  I will conclude with a question�  Does the Tánaiste 
concur that if the mood of discontent hardens among working people, Deputies Hourigan and 
Costello might be the least of the Government’s worries come the autumn?

19/05/2022X00300The Tánaiste: The Deputy can rest assured that the Government still has a majority in the 
Dáil and a substantial majority in the Seanad�  As he pointed out, there is little or no evidence 
that the Opposition parties would be able to come together to form an alternative Government�  
You do not need an election to form an alternative Government�  The parties opposite could 
have formed a left-wing Government two years ago but they decided not to�  The position in 
that regard has not changed�

The Government will address the matters raised by the Deputy, work on them and do the 
best it can to protect people’s living standards�  That is the job of the Government�  We need 
to do this in a sensible way and in a way that does not drive up inflation.  We cannot do it with 
borrowed money�  This is the approach we will take�  I echo the comments of Deputy Cowen 
on “Morning Ireland” earlier when he said that some of the best Governments this country ever 
had were minority Governments�  I had the privilege to lead one for three years�  I do not believe 
we will get into that scenario, but people need not fear an election any time soon�

19/05/2022X00400Deputy Verona Murphy: I thank the staff of Leinster House for how they treated Leo 
Dixon, the nine-year-old child in a wheelchair who visited me here yesterday�  I know nobody 
from the Cabinet was able to meet him, although they knew he was coming�  Today, more than 
half of all children with disabilities are not receiving any services and the position is getting 
worse rather than better�  We are in the midst of a catastrophic crisis in child disability services�  
Healthcare services for our most vulnerable are getting worse to the extent they are practi-
cally meaningless or non-existent�  This week a constituent of mine contacted me whose son 
is autistic and non-verbal, with 50% vision and who has developed an extremely worrying and 



Dáil Éireann

504

possibly dangerous food obsession, leading him to eating items from the freezer�  His case was 
certainly compounded by Covid, but it has resulted in much weight gain for him�  I must go on, 
a Leas-Cheann Comhairle�

19/05/2022X00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am afraid you cannot�

19/05/2022X00600Deputy Verona Murphy: His mother is a widow and she is also his main carer and that of 
his brother, who is also autistic.  He has been told it will be five years before he gets an appoint-
ment that he requires to deal with the weight gain�

19/05/2022X00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Tánaiste will respond�

19/05/2022X00800Deputy Verona Murphy: Will the Tánaiste please intervene?

19/05/2022X00900The Tánaiste: I am very sorry to hear about that case�  I do not know the details but if the 
Deputy wishes to pass them to me, I will certainly look into it�  It probably relates to a specialist 
childhood obesity clinic rather than disability services�  If the Deputy passes on the details, I 
will see if there is anything we can do�

19/05/2022X01000Deputy Joan Collins: This morning, Dr� Robert Sweeney, senior economic and policy 
analyst with the Think-tank for Action on Social Change, TASC, launched a report on the cost 
of living, which is reaching highs not seen since the 1980s�  We know it is going to increase 
further�  It also deals with inequality and we know over a million people were pushed below the 
poverty line in the past year�  He stated Ireland has always been a high cost-of-living country 
and long-standing issues that elevate our costs include consistent failure in planning and pub-
lic service delivery�  He was asked what targets could be achieved between now and October, 
and some of those were discussed already this morning�  He made a particular point about a 
windfall tax on energy companies.  We know that the profits of these companies have increased 
enormously because of the price of energy�  The UK is talking about a windfall tax, and Italy 
has imposed a 25% tax on energy companies�  Dr� Sweeney pointed out that energy companies 
in Ireland are registered in such a way that we do not know their profits.  What is the Govern-
ment going to do about this?  The proceeds from windfall tax could be targeted at the people 
who need help most�

19/05/2022X01100The Tánaiste: As measured by the survey on income and living conditions, the official 
Central Statistics Office statistics indicate much progress in recent years.  Living standards have 
improved, median incomes have gone up, rates of poverty and deprivation are down�  Inequal-
ity, as measured by the Gini coefficient, has narrowed.  That may not be the prevailing narrative 
but those are the facts�  There is a big risk now that because of the cost-of-living crisis, we may 
see the progress reversed�  It is important we do all we can as a Government to ensure that does 
not happen�

We are not ruling out a windfall tax on energy companies�  I know other countries are doing 
it.  The difficulty we have in Ireland is that the vast majority of energy companies are not Irish.  
Petrol, diesel, gas, etc�, are imported�  This is not something we are ruling out as a potential 
means of raising revenue, which we could then use to help people with the cost of living�

19/05/2022X01200Deputy Michael Collins: West Cork Connect is a commercial bus company�  It operates in 
and out of west Cork 16 times daily, carrying approximately 800 customers daily on its buses�  
It receives no Government subsidy as it takes people every hour on the hour from Skibbereen 
and Bantry to Cork and back daily�  The recent 20% to 50% reductions in travel prices, mainly 
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for youths in Dublin, has been of no benefit to any of the 800 people who travel with this com-
pany daily�  Fuel prices have gone through the roof, as the Tánaiste can imagine, for this com-
pany�  Instead of lying down to these Government hits time and again, the company intends to 
put on new services from Kinsale and Ballinhassig to Cork several times daily�

The company made a proposal to the National Transport Authority, NTA, eight months ago 
to do a run from Goleen on Mizen Head every hour on the hour, thus opening up places like 
Goleen, Lowertown, Schull, Ballydehob and Kilcoe to possible day visitors�  The NTA has 
refused to sanction the route, indicating it could not see a demand�  As far as I am aware, the 
Minister for Transport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, his Department and the NTA are suppose to put a 
plan together called Connecting Ireland so how could they disconnect part of Ireland by refus-
ing a private bus operator this run, which is of no cost to the Department�  The proposal, run by 
West Cork Connect, must be allowed to go ahead�  Will the Tánaiste immediately seek a change 
of mindset on the part of the NTA in respect of this matter?

19/05/2022X01300The Tánaiste: The Deputy might send me the details�  If I understand him correctly, the 
company is seeking a licence for a commercial service and is not looking for a subsidy�  I do not 
see why the NTA would refuse a licence�  If it works, it works and if it does not, it does not�  If 
the Deputy sends the details I will see if I can look into it�

19/05/2022X01400Deputy Jennifer Carroll MacNeill: The treatment benefit scheme in the Department of 
Social Protection provides important dental, optical and oral services to a range of different 
people�  We heard from Amber Women’s Refuge service and Safe Ireland in Leinster House 
2000 this morning.  One of the matters they raised relates to the practical effect of having to get 
consent for a qualified adult in order to get those treatments and, in particular, the impact on 
somebody who may be in a violent or coercive relationship having to obtain consent from the 
partner in order to receive the benefit of those schemes.  I wonder if this matter could be raised 
with the Minister for Social Protection, Deputy Heather Humphreys, in order that we might try 
to address any barriers that may be faced by victims in the context of receiving treatment�

19/05/2022X01500The Tánaiste: The treatment benefit scheme is great.  People pay their PRSI and get ben-
efits in return, including optical and dental benefits.  It is linked to PRSI, as the Deputy knows.  I 
have not heard of qualified adults needing consent.  There must be a way around that.  I am sure 
it is not necessary because the Department of Social Protection should have the data already�  I 
can certainly see how there would be a difficulty, especially if there is a strained relationship or 
abuse in a relationship�  That is not right�  I welcome that the Deputy has raised this matter�  It 
has not been raised with me before�  I will ensure that the Minister is aware of it, and we will 
see if we can work out a solution or workaround�

19/05/2022X01600Deputy Brian Leddin: One of the great success stories of the past ten years has been the 
level of job creation in Limerick and the mid west�  Credit is due to the previous two Govern-
ments for getting that level of job creation going�  This Government is certainly reinforcing that 
and will accelerate it�  There are 6,000 people employed at the Raheen industrial estate�  There 
is a disused rail line there�  It is stated in the national development plan that the line is to be 
reopened�  We need a train station at the Raheen industrial estate to facilitate the movement of 
workers�  The mid-west region has proved it can move fast�  It needs Government support to 
enable it to do so�  I very much welcome the announcement of the Shannon Estuary task force�  
Will the Tánaiste tell us more about how he sees the latter conducting its work in the coming 
months and reporting?
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19/05/2022Y00200The Tánaiste: I thank Deputy Leddin for the question�  I am a strong supporter of the plans 
of the Minister, Deputy Ryan, for commuter rail in Limerick and Cork�  It could really make a 
big difference for the cities in terms of the climate, quality of life and future development.

The new Shannon task force has just been appointed�  One thing I have asked it to do is 
engage with the three local authorities and the Oireachtas Members who represent the area�  
There will be an opportunity for direct engagement with the task force, which is designed to 
look at the estuary itself - not the entire region - to see what the economic opportunities are 
there�  Those opportunities are considerable�  More importantly, it will look at how we can then 
operationalise them and make them happen�

19/05/2022Y00300Deputy Mark Ward: I also want to speak about special educational needs�  In recent days 
I have spoken with the Tallaght Parents Autism Support Group and the Clondalkin autism par-
ents network�  They asked me to raise the lack of autism spectrum disorder, ASD, secondary 
school places in the Dublin Mid-West constituency�  According to information they received 
from the National Council for Special Education indicates that there are 17 primary school with 
29 ASD classes in the constituency�  There are 174 children in ASD primary school classes�  We 
have five secondary schools with 1.5 ASD classes each that accommodate 45 children.  Simple 
maths tells me that putting 174 children into 45 places does not go�  Why is the Government still 
working with half-class models?  Instead of having 1�5 ASD classes per school, why not simply 
have two?  What plans does the Government have to address the lack of secondary school ASD 
classes in my area and across the State?

19/05/2022Y00400The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy�  Those are very fair questions that deserve comprehen-
sive answers�  I would be afraid to give the Deputy an answer and get it wrong�  On foot of that, 
I will tell the Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, who is responsible for this area, that he has 
raised the issue and ask her to come back directly to him with replies�

19/05/2022Y00500Deputy Alan Dillon: Childcare is a massive issue for young parents in every constitu-
ency�  The cost of childcare here is one of the highest in Europe�  We need clarity on how it 
is proposed to reduce fees for parents, improve pay and conditions for staff and increase the 
number of places available for children�  Fine Gael’s policy lab has done excellent work to ac-
curately reflect concerns and preferred solutions for a wide range of diverse groups in the Care 
of the Child policy paper�  Last Friday, I visited two brilliant childcare and early year education 
services in Mayo�  There is frustration among some about the lack of co-location of educa-
tion and childcare services�  This should be factored into the future capital building projects�  
Early childhood and childcare must become key pillars in the national development plan�  I ask 
the Tánaiste whether the Government’s new core funding model will address affordability for 
young parents through an enhanced early childhood care and education scheme and the national 
childcare scheme�

19/05/2022Y00600Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (Deputy Roderic 
O’Gorman): I met Fine Gael’s policy lab and we discussed these issues�  On the issue of pay, 
we have provided a core funding package that is worth €221 million in a full year�  This is sup-
porting the development of an employment regulation order for the sector�  An initial €13 per 
hour payment, which is more than the living wage, has been agreed and other rates are being ne-
gotiated by the joint labour committee.  This will be the first time this essential sector of 30,000 
women who receive pay that is far too low will have clear wage rates set for it�

The Deputy is absolutely right with regard to capacity�  A total of €70 million has been set 
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aside in the national development plan for extending the capacity of existing services and for 
the development of new services.  We will put out the first call for that next year.  The Deputy is 
also absolutely right regarding affordability.  There is agreement in all three Government parties 
that affordability of childcare will be a focus in this year’s budget.

19/05/2022Y00700Deputy Pauline Tully: It is stated on page 49 of the programme for Government that the 
Government will extend the remit of the National Treatment Purchase Fund in order to secure 
timely assessment for child and adult psychological services�  Has this happened?  If not, why?  
There is a huge issue with recruitment and retention of staff in children’s disability services 
under the progressing disability model and in primary care itself�  If we are to believe the HSE, 
it is working to resolve the staffing issues but this will take time.  In the interim, a large cohort 
of children who require services now are missing out on important interventions�  We are told 
constantly that early intervention is key�  Will the Government sanction the use of the National 
Treatment Purchase Fund to allow children to access assessments of need, interventions and 
services such as speech and language therapy, occupational therapy, physiotherapy and psy-
chology in order that they can progress rather than regress?

19/05/2022Y00800Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I thank the Dep-
uty for her question�  It is something I have looked into from the perspective of providing pri-
mary care psychology for children with mental health issues�  Legislation would be required to 
set this up�  The National Treatment Purchase Fund works very well for people who need hip 
replacements, knee replacements and cataract operations, but it is much more complicated for 
primary care psychology because a child could need four, six, eight, ten or 12 appointments�  
The Department has been looking into this to see how feasible it is�  Between September and 
December of last year, €4 million was allocated to reduce primary care psychology waiting lists 
for children waiting longer than 12 months�  We managed to reduce it by 1,600 children�  This 
year, working with the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, I secured another €5�5 million for a targeted 
approach to try to reduce these massive waiting lists�  I will ask the Minister of State, Deputy 
Rabbitte, to speak to the Deputy about disability�

19/05/2022Y00900Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: I want to raise with the Tánaiste the issue of ASD classes�  
For every three ASD classes in primary school, there is only one at secondary level�  There is 
a clear gap in service provision�  A total of 90% of all students who begin in ASD classes re-
main in them for the duration of their education�  Given this disparity and taking into account 
the comments of the Minister of State in recent days with regard to glaring gaps, what will the 
Government do?  Is it high time that we legislated for ASD classes to be provided in all schools?

19/05/2022Y01000The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy�  It is useful to put on the record of the House that in the 
past ten years the number of special classes has increased from approximately 500 to 2,000�  We 
now have almost 20,000 special needs assistants, which is not far off double the number we had 
ten years ago�  New special schools have opened in Cork and Dublin this year�  There has been 
a huge increase in resources and provision in this area�  I acknowledge it is not enough�  Many 
parents are worried about whether there will be a place for their child in September, including 
in my constituency�  The Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, is committed to working on solu-
tions.  I am confident we will see results in the coming weeks.

19/05/2022Y01100Deputy Johnny Mythen: There are 445 children waiting for disability services in County 
Wexford.  They and their families are in dire circumstances.  This week “Prime Time” exposed 
the extent of the lack of services throughout the country through the bravery of the Milne fam-
ily�  I have met families in Wexford who are vexed by having to and tired and worn out from 
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fighting for services for their children.  They are sick and tired of telling their stories.  They 
need and want action.  Front-line staff are struggling with the numbers and are also stressed out.  
Something must be done to fix this now.  The HSE has stated that there is a serious requirement 
for additional resources to meet demand.  What action can be taken and will be taken to fix the 
inadequacies and failure to provide services to our most vulnerable children and their families 
in Wexford and beyond?

19/05/2022Y01200The Tánaiste: I acknowledge that this is a significant issue not only in Wexford but across 
the country.  The HSE has considerable resources.  Last year was the first in a very long time 
that it was not in a position to spend all of its budget�  The budget has been increased to approxi-
mately €22 billion.  The difficulty the HSE often has is finding suitable qualified staff.  This is a 
real challenge at present�  In the context of Wexford, I will certainly make sure that the Minister 
of State, Deputy Rabbitte, knows the Deputy has raised the matter and I will ask her to come 
back to him directly�

19/05/2022Y01300Deputy Peadar Tóibín: The Tánaiste and the Minister mentioned core funding for child-
care�  However, neither mentioned the crisis created by the current core funding proposals�  
Since those proposals were published, 21 childcare providers have closed their doors�  It is esti-
mated by the Federation of Early Childhood Providers that 260 providers will close their doors 
by the end of next year�  If this happens, it will mean 1,000 childcare providers will have closed 
their doors since 2017�  That is an incredible situation�  What is happening is reducing the op-
tions that parents have�  It is also pushing up prices because there is less supply in the market�  
One provider I spoke to said that she remained open throughout the pandemic but that she has 
come to a decision to close the doors after 15 years because of Government mistreatment�

1 o’clock

She said that it is nauseating to see big providers so lavishly boosted by the Government 
while smaller providers, which are the bedrock of our communities, are snubbed�  Will the Min-
ister reverse the damage done to small early childhood care and education, ECCE, providers in 
the State?

19/05/2022Z00200Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: The Government provided huge support to the childcare sec-
tor during the crisis through a range of funding mechanisms, particularly through the availabil-
ity of the employment wage subsidy scheme, EWSS�  That supported the amazing work done 
by childcare providers in staying open for the most vulnerable children and children of essential 
workers, even during some of the toughest times of the crisis�  It is also demonstrated by the 
fact that, in 2021, we had the lowest number of closures in the sector for a significant number of 
years�  The Government is now bringing forward a major core-funding scheme of €221 million, 
an investment which we have never seen in the sector, that will target supporting the capacity 
of services across all parts of the sector�  It will deliver the much-needed increase in the pay of 
the workers who did so much during and before the pandemic�

19/05/2022Z00300Deputy Paul Murphy: I want to ask about the scandals at the top of An Bord Pleanála�  
The terms of reference of the review have been published and they leave a lot to be desired�  
They are extremely narrow, dealing with only three particular decisions of the board and only 
one of the board members, Mr� Paul Hyde�  The terms of reference do not include the 2019 
case in which Mr� Hyde approved the deeply unpopular co-living development by Bartra in 
Dun Laoghaire, which his brother’s firm had been employed to produce the fire safety report 
without declaring a conflict of interest.  There are at least five other similar cases not included in 



19 May 2022

509

the terms of reference, nor do they include the broader conduct of the board�  I understand new 
revelations will emerge in the coming days about the conduct of another member of the board 
of An Bord Pleanála�  The question is whether the Tánaiste agrees that the terms of reference 
need to be broadened to include the broader conduct of the board�

19/05/2022Z00400The Tánaiste: I responded to a question on this from Deputy Cian O’Callaghan earlier, so 
I do not want to expand too much on what I said�  I want to reiterate that these are serious al-
legations, and serious allegations should be investigated seriously�  People are entitled to due 
process and fair procedure, and that will happen�  It is a matter for the Minister, Deputy Darragh 
O’Brien, to consider whether he thinks it appropriate to extend the scope of the existing inves-
tigation or to find another way to have them examined.

19/05/2022Z00500Deputy Emer Higgins: I would like to raise the shortage of childcare places particularly in 
Lucan and Newcastle.  I have been contacted by parents who cannot find a place for their child 
and are met with really long waiting lists�  Sadly, in some cases, this means that one parent, 
invariably the mother, decides to change her working hours because she cannot find appropriate 
childcare�

I have also been contacted by a number of childcare providers who are disappointed in the 
funding they are due to receive under the new ECCE core funding model�  They said that it will 
not cover the increase of fuel costs, never mind the much needed wages increase for trained 
staff.  Parents in my constituency cannot access the childcare they need.  Some childcare pro-
viders, who were so grateful for the support of the Government that allowed them to keep their 
doors open during the pandemic, are saying that they may have to shut their doors�  What will 
the Government do to support parents and the industry more?

19/05/2022Z00600Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: The chief way we are supporting the industry is through core 
funding, the massive investment of €221 million across a full year, which is designed to support 
capacity�  The Deputy has highlighted that capacity is missing in certain areas�  The funding is 
designed in ways to recognise that there are gaps, particularly for younger children under the 
age of one�  Where a service provides a baby room for children under one years of age, there is 
additional financial support recognising the extra staffing needs of a service like this.

I responded to Deputy Dillon earlier on the provision of additional capacity�  Some €70 
million is provided in the national development plan�  Next year, we will put out a call for the 
modernisation and extension of existing services�  The following year, we will put out a capital 
call for new services�  We are also aware of how the planning system may be used in the obliga-
tion to provide services where large developments are undertaken�  I had a very useful meeting 
with a range of city and county planners on Monday to see how my Department can work with 
the Department with responsibility for housing to revise planning guidelines�

19/05/2022Z00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are over time but as there are two Members left, I will 
allow them to contribute with the co-operation of the House�

19/05/2022Z00800Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I want to raise the issue of a family resource centre for Erris, 
which is absolutely imperative�  We fought for more than ten years for a family resource centre 
there�  The steering group has the strategic plan together�  It has done the needs analysis�  It is a 
beautiful area but it is severely disadvantages�  It is classed as disadvantaged or very disadvan-
taged according to the Pobal HP deprivation index�  We need the family resource centre in order 
to provide a vibrant hub for mental health services and many other services that are needed 
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within the community�  Will the Minister meet with the steering group to discuss its needs and 
a plan going forward?  We have a site for the family resource centre�  It is just a matter of the 
Government making a commitment�

19/05/2022Z00900Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: The last time I stood up here, I asked a question about the Wildlife 
(Amendment) Bill, which had gone through the previous Dáil and was to be reintroduced�  I 
was promised a reply and I have not received it�

Will the Minister give an assurance that the assisted decision-making (capacity) (amend-
ment) Bill will be published in this session?  It is a very important Bill and it is long overdue�

19/05/2022Z01000Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: I can commit that the assisted decision-making (capacity) 
(amendment) Bill will be published in the next two weeks�  We look forward it being passed by 
the end of this session, with the co-operation of both Houses�

I am happy to engage further with Deputy Conway-Walsh on the issue she raised�  Tusla is 
currently undertaking a review of all its family support services, including the place of family 
resource centres�  Any new decisions on family resource centres would have to wait until that 
process is complete, but I am happy to engage with the Deputy separately and update her on 
that, and we can look for a way forward�

19/05/2022Z01100Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Will I get a reply on the Wildlife (Amendment) Bill?

19/05/2022Z01200Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
(Deputy Malcolm Noonan): I thought I had written a reply to the Deputy�  We will endeavour 
to get the Wildlife (Amendment) Bill back on the Order Paper�  It fell with the last Dáil but it is 
ready to go and we would like to get it through the Houses�

19/05/2022Z01300Planning and Development (Strategic Housing Developments) (Amendment) Bill 2021: 
Leave to Withdraw [Private Members]

19/05/2022Z01400Deputy Róisín Shortall: I move:

That leave be granted to withdraw the Planning and Development (Strategic Housing 
Developments) (Amendment) Bill 2021�

Question put and agreed to�

  Cuireadh an Dáil ar fionraí ar 1.08 p.m. agus cuireadh tús leis arís ar 1.48 p.m.

  Sitting suspended at 1.08 p.m. and resumed at 1.48 p.m.

19/05/2022EE00100National Parks and Wildlife Service Strategic Plan: Statements

19/05/2022EE00200Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
(Deputy Malcolm Noonan): I am delighted to have the opportunity to speak today on my 
strategic action plan for the renewal of the National Parks and Wildlife Service and to hear the 
contributions of Deputies from across the House on this vital subject�  In 2019, Ireland became 
one of the first countries to declare a climate and biodiversity emergency.  Many countries have 
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since taken similar steps to acknowledge the systematic environmental, social and economic 
threats that humanity faces�  Ireland is one of the only countries in the world to include biodi-
versity in its declaration�  This deserves to be highlighted�  The global biodiversity crisis and 
Ireland’s national biodiversity emergency are equal in gravity to the climate crisis�  While the 
two are deeply interconnected, they are also distinct and deserving of individual focus, not least 
because, like climate, biodiversity is an all-of-government issue that extends far beyond one 
Department or one ministerial portfolio�

I am proud that the programme for Government is one of the most ambitious for biodiver-
sity in the history of the State�  Chief among the commitments it made was to review the status, 
remit and funding of the National Parks and Wildlife Service, NPWS�  The NPWS is currently 
a division of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage with approximately 
400 staff and 32 offices across 19 counties.  It is mandated with a wide range of functions and 
responsibilities, which I will outline.  It holds significant policy-advisory and policy-making 
functions in respect of nature and biodiversity�  It exercises a wide range of operational respon-
sibilities, including the management and operation of six national parks, 78 nature reserves 
and a variety of other State lands accessible to the public�  This includes managing tourism and 
visitor amenities and assets�  It also manages a wide range of EU programmes, such as the €20 
million LIFE programme to restore blanket bog in the north west, Wild Atlantic Nature, which 
I launched last week�  This is alongside thousands of conservation measures across our national 
network of EU-designated sites�

The NPWS also has a broad scientific remit.  It is the principal co-ordinator of the national 
biodiversity action plans, an action under the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, as well 
as monitoring and reporting on designated sites�  It exercises a statutory consultee role in a wide 
range of planning matters, including county and regional development plans�  It also manages 
a range of regulatory and licensing functions, including the investigation and prosecution of 
wildlife crime�  It administers grant schemes to support NPWS farm plans, delivery of conser-
vation measures and actions for biodiversity at local level, as well as invasive species control 
measures�

This is an extensive range of responsibilities but, as the review of the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service pointed out, “the organisation is not fit for purpose and [is] not in a good posi-
tion to deliver on its existing mandate”�  This is a damning assessment�  When I was appointed 
Minister of State with responsibility for heritage, I knew my most important task would be to 
respond to the biodiversity crisis and to create a positive legacy for nature, and that the review 
of the National Parks and Wildlife Service would play a key role in achieving that�  That ob-
jective was included in the programme for Government because of immense issues affecting 
nature in Ireland and the many voices calling for change�  At the time, the NPWS had undergone 
a lost decade, with funding decimated following the financial crisis.  Historical legacy issues 
such as EU infringement cases on both the birds and habitats directives could not be effectively 
addressed due to understaffing.  There were not enough rangers to cover the country.  There 
were deficits across all sections of the NPWS and morale was low.

Since then we have made significant progress, building on two budgets to restore funding 
to pre-2008 levels, at €47.3 million in the 2022 budget, and restoring staff numbers from boots 
on the ground to bolstering scientific expertise.  I knew early in my tenure that it was important 
to see for myself the work that we do for nature in our nature reserves and national parks, with 
farmers, with State agencies, among communities and on the international stage in meeting our 
EU and global biodiversity commitments�  What I found over that time was a team of incredibly 
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dedicated, resourceful and creative people across the organisation and, indeed, across the coun-
try who were getting on with the jobs of engaging the public and raising awareness, managing 
a vast network of trails and visitor amenities, out on the ground rewetting bogs, establishing 
native woodlands, protecting endangered species such as the curlew, corncrake and natterjack 
toad, working with farmers to implement farm plans, tackling wildlife crime, literally putting 
out fires across the country, gathering scientific data in the field, building impactful interna-
tional partnerships and working collaboratively across the Government to deliver the strongest 
possible outcomes for nature across a range of policy areas�  These people are just incredible�

From my travels over many months, I knew that I had to match their unwavering commit-
ment to the cause of nature conservation with an equal commitment to resource and equip the 
NPWS and to give those who work within the organisation the confidence that their work is 
valued by, and valuable to, the Government and people of Ireland�  Eighteen months later, what 
we have before us today is a strategic action plan, resourced and targeted, to renew the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service to become the respected voice for nature that Ireland needs�  Before 
I outline the main components of the plan, I wish to express my heartfelt thanks to some people 
who brought us to this moment of hope for nature in Ireland�

First, I thank Professor Jane Stout and Dr� Micheál Ó Cinnéide, who began the process 
through the phase one review phase with a forensic analysis that incorporated over 3,000 sub-
missions and interviews with NPWS staff, key stakeholders and the general public, alongside 
an international benchmarking study and an external assessment of the organisation�  This ex-
pansive and painstaking piece of work concluded in October 2021 with a suite of recommenda-
tions that reflected the urgency of the biodiversity emergency and the fact that nature has never 
been higher on the political agenda�  Their report states:

As a country, we need to remove systemic direct and indirect drivers of biodiversity loss, 
and accelerate the just implementation of conservation and restoration measures�  This re-
quires a process of reform, not only of the NPWS, the body responsible for the protection 
of many of Ireland’s habitats and species, but across government and throughout society�

The work of Professor Stout and Dr� Ó Cinnéide was massively important in underpinning 
the second phase of the process, the reflect phase, which was undertaken by the former Secre-
tary General, Mr� Gerry Kearney�  Mr� Kearney applied his considerable expertise and sharp in-
sight to the challenge of NPWS renewal, with a focus on its internal governance, structures and 
systems.  He travelled the length and breadth of the country meeting staff, a very useful exercise 
through which he saw what they do on the ground and how it all interacts with the organisa-
tion’s scientific, enforcement and policy work.  It is an ecosystem of sorts, in and of itself.  He 
acknowledged that although the NPWS was relatively small, it had “an extraordinarily complex 
range of responsibilities”, and went on to say that for any proposed solution to the challenges 
faced by the  NPWS to be meaningful, it must take account of the diversity of its functions and 
the complexity of its interfaces�  Mr� Kearney’s work was vital in consolidating the work of 
Professor Stout and Dr� Ó Cinnéide in the context of the additional resources and funding levels 
restored by this Government over the past two years, and resulted in phase three of the process, 
renew, which forms the basis of my strategic action plan�

I am deeply grateful to all three independent authors for their patience, tenacity and willing-
ness to go above and beyond what was asked of them and to get into the heart of the matter and 
into the heart of the NPWS�   I also thank all within the NPWS who engaged so positively and 
constructively throughout the engagement process�  The publication of the reports and submis-
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sions is a validation of the time and expertise put in by them and by all from outside who have a 
foothold in, or care for, nature conservation and restoration in Ireland�  Finally, I thank my col-
league, the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, 
for his support�  I can say with certainty that in him we have a strong voice for nature at the 
Cabinet table, but also someone who has genuine interest in ensuring that Ireland plays a lead-
ing role in conservation and restoration internationally�

Cross-party support is vital if we are to address the systemic drivers of biodiversity loss 
and fast-track the process of ecological restoration�  The Green Party cannot and should not be 
the only party taking this crisis seriously.  The nature crisis is often described as “death by a 
thousand cuts”.  Each cut is a decision, and we need to make different ones, collectively, as a 
Government, as an Oireachtas, as a society and as a nation.  We must put nature first.  I believe 
that is what the public wants�  The people are way ahead of us here�  They know that we depend 
on the natural world�

I will now discuss the plan�  My strategic action plan for the renewal of the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service comprises a suite of time-bound actions that will fundamentally transform 
the organisation and ensure it is fit for purpose.  It will establish the NPWS as an executive 
agency within the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, with a dedicated 
senior management team and a distinct mission statement�  It will deliver a full structural re-
design, including the urgent recruitment of 60 additional staff to key posts.  Critically, it will 
be properly resourced, with an additional €55 million in funding over the next three years�  It 
will put us on a path towards a more robust, fit-for-purpose organisation that can meet both our 
national and international commitments for nature�  It will deliver a NPWS that is more resil-
ient, more stable and better resourced, with a stronger identity and better equipped to cope with 
change�  It will have clearer core priorities and better direction of resources toward those priori-
ties�  It will ensure better communications, both internally and externally, and a much stronger 
focus on customer service and delivery for the public and the citizen�

Furthermore, it will strengthen Ireland’s ability to meet existing national and international 
commitments for nature and put us on the right path to deliver on the increased ambition com-
ing down the tracks from the new national biodiversity action plan, the EU biodiversity strat-
egy, the proposed EU nature restoration law and the new post-2020 global biodiversity frame-
work that will have to be agreed later this year at COP15�  There are immense challenges but 
also immense opportunities that have the potential to bring significant benefits to all corners of 
the country�  My action plan will guide us through this process of change and bring us to a place 
where we can lead with confidence on nature restoration and conservation, on public engage-
ment and enjoyment of nature and on the many areas of Government policy that interact with 
the natural world, and help us to turn the tide of biodiversity loss in Ireland�

2 o’clock

Táim an-bhródúil as an bplean seo�  Tá sé thar a bheith tábhachtach go gcuirfear béim 
iomlán air�  Molaim an plean don Teach�  I will give way to my colleague, a great advocate for 
biodiversity, Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan�

19/05/2022FF00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: An bhfuil cóip de ráiteas an Aire Stáit ar fáil?

19/05/2022FF00300Deputy Malcolm Noonan: Tá sé agam�

19/05/2022FF00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Níl sé ar fáil fós�
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19/05/2022FF00500Deputy Malcolm Noonan: Yes�

19/05/2022FF00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It is not available yet�

19/05/2022FF00700Deputy Malcolm Noonan: We will make it available�

19/05/2022FF00800Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan: I thank the Minister of State and I welcome the review 
and restructure of the NPWS�  I welcome the €55 million worth of funding that will be put into 
the service and the announcement of 60 additional staff who will be recruited urgently.  I want 
to thank the Minister of State for that because I know that since he has taken up his position he 
has put biodiversity front and centre and that is important on this National Biodiversity Week�  
It is not just this announcement of the review and restructure of the NPWS that was so badly 
needed; the Minister of State has been front and centre in ensuring that the Government and 
Cabinet, more than any other Government or Cabinet before, are starting to put biodiversity 
measures front and centre and in place�  We have seen that recently with the establishment of the 
Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity Loss, which will be so important to advising and informing 
us of how we address loss in biodiversity�  We have seen it with the budget allocation of €47 
million that the Minister of State fought for in 2022.  That is significant when it is considered 
that the allocation by the main Opposition party, Sinn Féin, in its alternative budget was a mea-
sly €5 million.  In his first few months in office we saw the establishment of a dedicated wildlife 
crime investigation unit, which will be staffed with the recruitment of this extra staff, and we 
have seen a 300% increase in the local biodiversity action fund, which will make a huge dif-
ference on the ground, particularly with the Tidy Towns committees and their approach to how 
they look after their towns and villages�

We have seen the recent announcements that legislation is being brought forward to give 
basking sharks protected species status�  There is a range and list of measures that the Govern-
ment has put in place that make me confident that we will see a turning of the tide of biodiver-
sity loss�  As the Minister of State well knows and as he alluded to, we cannot sit on our hands 
and rest on our laurels with those successes and the measures we have put in place�  There is 
so much more to do�  For example, we have seen the success of some targeted conservation 
measures, and the Minister of State has been touring the country to see some of them�  We have 
seen the Corncrake LIFE project, which has seen the number of corncrakes in Ireland bounce 
back and go up, which is a success�  We have seen the Hen Harrier project�  The hen harrier was 
on the brink of extinction in Ireland but with the co-operation of farmers, we have introduced a 
results-based payment for them, we have seen hen harrier numbers start to increase for the first 
time�  These targeted measures work but we need more of them and we need more widespread 
targeted measures for more species so that we can see more species have better outcomes�  The 
Minister of State mentioned the curlew and there are other wading birds like the redshank and 
the kestrel, a bird of prey the numbers of which are decreasing rapidly�  We also have seabirds 
that are under severe pressure, including the puffin and the kittiwake.  We need targeted mea-
sures to ensure these species survive and bounce back�

Then there are those species that are quietly disappearing from our countryside, including 
farmland birds like the yellowhammer, which we do not hear much about�  We hear about the 
curlew and the corncrake but birds like the yellowhammer will meet the same fate as a similar 
farm bird, the corn bunting, which is now extinct as a breeding species in Ireland�  We need to 
once again roll out those targeted measures across the board�  It is not just targeted measures 
that will work�  The overall approach and strategy have to be right as well and that is where 
the upcoming agri-environment scheme, which is due to commence in 2023, will have to play 
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an important role�  I know it is a priority for the Minister of State but I ask him to also liaise 
with the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, to ensure that, similar to those targeted 
measures I spoke about earlier, this is results-based and has proper outcomes for wildlife across 
Ireland�  Farmers should be rewarded and paid for putting wetland on their farm holdings or for 
planting trees and hedgerows so that we see better outcomes for wildlife, which is so important�

We also need to see the roll-out of those marine protected areas, MPAs�  That would not 
only benefit those seabirds that I spoke about earlier but it would also benefit the incredible 
cetaceans, including whales and dolphins, that we are lucky enough to get in Ireland�  As I have 
consistently said, Ireland is a world-class location for whale watching but we need to ensure 
that those whales and dolphins keep coming to our coast to feed and the only way we can do 
that is by protecting fish stocks and by allocating and setting up those marine protected areas.  
That is vitally important�  I must mention the National Biodiversity Data Centre and that must 
see an increase in its funding, remit and resources so that it can collect data�  Data are key to 
protecting wildlife in Ireland�

I will return to the NPWS and the announcement of the €55 million investment and the 60 
extra staff, which is so important.  That will allow this organisation to restructure itself and to do 
what it needs to be doing, namely, reacting to wildlife crime at a much faster pace and ensuring 
that there are prosecutions when it comes to same�  It must react to the loss of habitat and ensure 
that it does not only react to the loss of habitat but is actively engaged and involved in setting 
up a nature reserve and in improving habitat and biodiversity right across Ireland�  In order to 
do that it needs investment and recruitment but that is not all that is needed�  Being an NPWS 
ranger, ecologist or scientist need to be valid career paths and that is something we need to get 
into our schools so that when students are meeting their career guidance counsellors and say 
they want to pursue a future in biodiversity or ecology, they are not just told to go away and do 
law or medicine but that they see it as a viable career path, which is important�

I want to thank the Minister of State again personally�  I mention Clogheen Marsh, which 
is a marsh area near my home town of Clonakilty�  The Minister of State has visited the marsh, 
which I am grateful for�  About 20 years ago a group of birdwatchers had a dream of turning 
this marsh into a nature reserve�  Time and again they were met with closed doors and obstacles 
and their efforts failed.  I must thank the Minister of State personally for the fact that for the 
first time, they are starting to see progress.  We have seen funding sanctioned by the Minister 
of State for a year-long biodiversity survey on the site to inform how we go about this and we 
have seen funding for a feasibility study for the establishment of a visitor centre.  For the first 
time, this group of birdwatchers sees light at the end of the tunnel�  We will have a world-class 
nature reserve at Clogheen Marsh near Clonakilty and I want to thank the Minister of State for 
that�  Well done�

19/05/2022FF00900Ábhair Shaincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Matters

19/05/2022FF01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Roimh bhogadh ar aghaidh tá na hÁbhair Shaincheisteanna 
Tráthúla le léamh amach agam�  I wish to advise the House of the following matters in respect 
of which notice has been given under Standing Order 37A and the name of the Member in each 
case: (1) Deputy James O’Connor - to discuss additional supports for primary and post-primary 
schools that are enrolling Ukrainian refugees; (2) Deputies Eamon Ó Cuív - to discuss the need 
to reduce islander fares on public service obligation, PSO, services by ferry and air by 20%; (3) 
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Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh - to discuss authorising the re-interment of the remains of the five 
Invincibles in Glasnevin Cemetery; (4) Deputy Steven Matthews - to discuss the most recent 
position regarding the closure of the Wicklow town citizens’ information centre; (5) Deputy 
Chris Andrews - to discuss proposals to repurpose Baggot Street Hospital to accommodate 
Ukrainian refugees; (6) Deputy Dessie Ellis — to discuss the need to modernise a school (de-
tails supplied) including the construction of an autism spectrum disorder, ASD, unit; (7) Deputy 
Joan Collins - to discuss the issues raised by medical scientists and the Medical Laboratory 
Scientists Association, MLSA, union in relation to pay parity; and (8) Deputy Verona Murphy 
— to discuss the five-year wait time for weight management services in Ireland East Hospital 
Group�

The matters raised by Deputies Joan Collins, Matthews, Ellis and O’Connor have been se-
lected for discussion�

19/05/2022FF01100National Parks and Wildlife Service Strategic Plan: Statements (Resumed)

19/05/2022FF01200Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: It is fitting, on National Biodiversity Week, an initiative run by the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service, NPWS, that we are having these important statements on 
the new strategic action plan�  Like other speakers, I want to start by not just commending the 
Minister of State for the action plan itself, but by making a very clear statement that if it was 
not for the Minister of State’s personal efforts since taking up the role that he has, I do not be-
lieve that we would have the plan that is in front of us or that we would be having this debate�  I 
say that with all sincerity�  As the Minister of State knows, too often when we face one another 
across the Chamber, we are disagreeing, whether it is on housing, planning or other policies�  
I think that it is important that on the issues where there is strong cross-party support, we are 
big enough to acknowledge very good work and the provision of additional funding, as the 
last speaker mentioned, the provision of additional park rangers and the progress that has been 
made to date�  I also want to acknowledge the Minister of State’s openness to engaging with the 
Opposition on this matter.  We met last year with the Minister of State’s officials.  He gave us 
a commitment that he would involve the Joint Committee on Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage in the consultation, which he did�  I certainly think those of us who participated in that 
meeting with the review group will be more than pleased with the outcome at this stage�

Our position from the outset was that we wanted a strong, fully resourced and independent 
parks and wildlife service�  I think the actions that are outlined from 2022 to 2024 put us well on 
the way to achieving that�  For those of us who do not have a background in the area, and who 
in the previous Oireachtas were more likely to be dealing with concrete and bricks in the old 
Joint Committee on Housing, Planning and Local Government than natural heritage and wild-
life, when those functions were moved into the Department it took us a lot of catching up to do 
to understand their importance not just in rural Ireland, but in many respects and more urgently 
in urban Ireland, because of the scale of biodiversity loss in those areas where emissions are 
having a much more dramatic impact on our natural environment�  Therefore, there has been a 
very steep learning curve for many of us�  We are pleased to continue to work with the Minister 
of State on the issue�  I made the point at the time that there are a number of agencies that we 
are very used to working with and that we would like to see the NPWS evolve into the same 
role�  The Environmental Protection Agency, EPA, is one that clearly, over a period of years, 
went from being a weak function of a Government Department to a fully independent service 
with very significant powers and a significant budget.  I think it has a huge impact on its areas of 
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responsibility�  In the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
we have a long history of working with it in that respect�  Likewise, for example, the Residential 
Tenancies Board, RTB, is another body that has evolved since the original Residential Tenan-
cies Act�  I am only citing those two agencies because I am hoping, and I am sure I am echoing 
the Minister of State’s own thoughts, that beyond the actions in this plan, there is a bigger and 
stronger future for the NPWS�

One point that I wish to make strongly to the Minister of State is that the appointment, 
and the process for the appointment, of the CEO is going to be key in this enhanced NPWS�  I 
strongly recommend that there is an open competition for the role and that the Public Appoint-
ments Service is used in some form or other�  I think it would be a mistake to appoint a senior 
official directly from any Government Department to the role.  That is no disrespect to any se-
nior official.  Given the scale of change that the Minister of State is aiming for, I think it would 
send a really powerful signal if there was an independent, publically-appointed CEO to drive 
the change agenda that the Minister of State has put in front of us�  I am hoping that is some-
thing that the Minister of State or his colleagues can speak to at the end of the debate�  I also 
urge the Minister of State to continue to work both with the Joint Committee on Housing, Lo-
cal Government and Heritage and the Joint Committee on Climate Action�  I note that there are 
members of that committee here.  It is an issue that cuts across the different agendas of different 
Departments.  There is different expertise among the members of both of those committees.  I 
think the more of that collaboration, the better for all of us�

It is also fitting that we have this debate today because yesterday we saw the publication of 
the World Meteorological Organization’s State of Global Climate 2021 report�  It is the third in 
a series of reports, including from our own Climate Advisory Committee and the Intergovern-
mental Panel of Climate Change, IPCC, that are increasingly sounding the alarm bells for both 
the climate catastrophe and also the enormous biodiversity loss that we have experienced and 
are currently experiencing�  I thought it was very interesting that RTÉ made it the main news 
item agenda last night.  That is a significant development.  However, for me, what is probably 
more significant is that the Irish Independent, a newspaper that has been regularly criticised by 
many climate activists for promoting or facilitating a level of climate change denial, today pub-
lished one of the most powerful editorials I have seen to date�  I do not know if the Minister of 
State read it this morning�  I think it is important to put that editorial on the record, only because 
of the publication in which it is contained, and the fact that it is the largest selling newspaper 
on the island�  The editorial opened with a quotation from the UN Secretary General, Antonio 
Guterres: “A dismal litany of human failures”, which was his response to the report from the 
WMO.  The General Secretary of the WMO, Professor Petteri Taalas, warned that “Our climate 
is changing before our eyes”�  The Minister of State knows this�  It has been his position that 
that is the case, as it is for many of the subsequent speakers in the debate, for a long time�  For 
that editorial to be the lead story of the Irish Independent is genuinely remarkable�  It shows 
that these arguments are breaking into the mainstream�  The editorial went on to state clearly:

The harm has reached record levels in the past year, with some indicators suggesting we 
have hit the point of no return�  The consequences of a warmer planet, with ocean tempera-
tures rising alarmingly, are stark.  Acidification of the ocean has intensified, making condi-
tions inhospitable for many marine organisms�

Last night, we saw on television the underwater images of the mass destruction of that ma-
rine biodiversity�  We look forward to working with the Minister of State on the legislation on 
marine protected areas when it comes before our committee, hopefully at the latter end of this 
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year�  The editorial went on to state that:

Sea-level rise accelerated due to faster melting of glaciers and ice sheets, reaching an av-
erage increase of 4�5mm per year from 2013 to 2021 or more than double the rate recorded 
ten years earlier�  By now there can be no confusion that this is all about abstract changes in 
the weather�  It demands immediate changes in the way we live our lives�  As temperatures 
rise, people and animals are forced to move or change habits�

The editorial continued:

We have seen how displaced people can be thrown into conflict, being forced to compete 
for scant resources�  We have also seen how in the Horn of Africa millions are threatened 
with hunger due to drought�  In other parts of the continent, extreme rainfall is causing 
flooding.  The tragedy is, there is no known way to reverse the damage. ‘The heat trapped 
by human-induced greenhouse gases will warm the planet for many generations to come,’ 
Professor Taalas said�

It did not mention animals and wildlife, but the point could easily be inserted there�  For me, 
the most powerful thing, at the end of the editorial, was that it was very clear�  We know what 
the solutions are�  We have the technology�  The big challenge is whether there is the political 
will to accelerate those changes across every area of human life, social and economic, to ensure 
that at a minimum, we meet our Paris Agreement targets by 2030 and 2050�  I believe that the 
work the Minister of State is doing, both in the NPWS reform and with marine protected areas, 
is going to be key to that�

To conclude, I welcome this strategic plan�  I hope the Minister of State takes on board 
constructive suggestions I have made with respect to the appointment of the CEO�  We want to 
continue to be an ally of the Minister of State in this, both as a party and as a committee, in the 
time ahead�  We hope the Minister of State continues with his very open engagement with us 
to ensure what I think we all want, which is not only the protection of the biodiversity that we 
have but the restoration of so much of the biodiversity loss that we have seen to date, can be 
achieved�  If we are partners in that, we can do an enormous amount in the time ahead�

19/05/2022GG00200Deputy Patricia Ryan: I too thank the Minister of State�  We are in the middle of National 
Heritage Week.  I wish to commend the work of Kildare County Council’s heritage officer, Ms 
Bridget Loughlin, and her colleagues, who have organised some great events not just this week 
but throughout the year�  Ms Loughlin is celebrating 20 years in the job this year�  Her dedica-
tion and enthusiasm is as apparent now as it was from day one�

I welcome the publication of the Strategic Action Plan for the Renewal of the NPWS�  In-
vestment in the service is long overdue�  The service was established in 2003 with the demise 
of Dúchas.  It suffered greatly during the austerity years and only recently returned to pre-
recession budget allocation�  As part of the new strategic action plan, there will be a full re-
structuring of the NPWS as an executive agency, along with the recruitment of 60 key staff to 
support biodiversity�  That is very welcome�  However, we need to see similar investment in our 
local authority staff, who are struggling to provide basic services.  They are at the coalface of 
heritage protection and are best placed to notice the need for action as they work on the ground�  
Objectives to be completed over the next two and a half years include 15 strategic actions that 
I hope will ensure that the National Parks and Wildlife Service is resourced and equipped and 
has a robust organisational structure�  The new focus of this service, its key strategic actions, 
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new resources and additional staff should better equip the organisation’s capacity to meet core 
objectives and to protect Ireland’s natural heritage�  

We heard this week from the Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity Loss session that Ireland 
risks turning into a ghost land for nature if abuse of land, habitats and species continues�  The 
assembly’s conclusions will be presented in a report with recommendations to the Government 
as to what actions should be taken to protect what is left of the country’s natural habitat�  Ex-
perts outlining the work of the assembly told the group that nature had already been pushed into 
a corner in Ireland�  Almost 65% of our land is agricultural land and approximately 10% of it is 
plantation forestry�  Approximately 75% of the Irish landscape, therefore, is relatively intensely 
managed and most of our biodiversity is in the other 25%�  

The swift, that is, the migrant bird that used to be the sound of summer all over Ireland, has 
lost 40% of its population in just 15 years, which is very frightening�  Some species are able 
to adapt, like the sand martins I saw nesting on a raised bog bank at Umeras in south Kildare, 
with which the Minister of State is familiar.  Others like the curlew, which I heard for the first 
time in many years recently while canvassing in Mallusk, County Antrim, has not fared so well�

We need to support our farmers in the conservation work that they do and to find the right 
balance between food production and habitat protection�  Our farmers get little thanks for the 
work they do�  We need to listen to them about how best they can be supported�  We need a 
proper plan in place to address invasive species such as rhododendron and Japanese knotweed�  
We also need to review the list to see if species like cherry laurel need to be added to this and 
probably to have its sale controlled�  We also need proper regulation and checks to ensure that 
these species are not available for open sale�  

Beekeeping is becoming an increasingly popular hobby which is great to see but we must 
control the importation of bees from abroad which threaten our native species�

I cannot allow this debate to pass without mentioning the Curragh of Kildare�  It needs to 
be made a national park and rescued from the indifference of the Department of Defence which 
presided over the disgraceful dumping of God knows what during the filling of a hollow next 
to Donnelly’s Hollow�  The Minister of State is aware that I spoken about this in the past�  It 
has not gone away and neither have I�  This issue needs to be addressed�  The toleration also of 
illegal encampments and the neglectful approach that the Department brings to this issue may 
not be done on purpose but it also needs to be addressed�  The Curragh is the heart of Kildare 
and it needs to be protected�  I thank the Leas-Chathaoirleach�

19/05/2022HH00200Deputy Ged Nash: I am very pleased to speak on behalf of the Labour Party in this very 
important debate here today.  In the first instance, real credit is owed to the Minister of State for 
delivering this plan�  It is a very good one and has great potential�  I also sincerely say that this 
is a great credit to the Green Party for ensuring that this particular initiative made it into the pro-
gramme for Government�  Great credit is also owed to the Minister of State personally because 
we are now at the point where we have at the very least a two-year strategic plan for the renewal 
and redevelopment of the NPWS�  It can be a source of great pride for him also that, after many 
years, we are seeing a significant increase in the resources available to the NPWS from a current 
expenditure point of view but also from a staffing one.  That is something that the Labour Party 
has sought as the country’s economic fortunes improved�  It is very welcome indeed�

It is incredible to think that the vast spectrum of work which the Minister of State outlined 
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earlier on which is undertaken by the NPWS has been carried out by approximately 400 staff 
over the past number of years and I acknowledge that additional staff are on the way.  We must 
see everything we do, not just in the context of the work of Minister of State’s own Department, 
through the prism and lens of biodiversity and climate action�  That is not just a matter for the 
Minister of State’s own Department or for the NPWS� It is not just a matter for every Depart-
ment and Government agency but is one for everybody across society�  We need to take this 
issue much more seriously than we have done to date�

I also hope that Deputies who claim to almost exclusively and uniquely represent rural 
Ireland are as concerned about this as are the Minister of State and the rest of us and that they 
support the work of the NPWS in the way that they should�  It is unfortunate that there are some 
who claim to uniquely speak for rural Ireland but who are not here this afternoon and are not 
participating in this debate, at least not at this point in time�

There are certain elements of the plan which I wish to bring to the attention of the Minister 
of State, if I may, in the limited time that I have available to me�  I note on page 7 of the sum-
mary document that the “Government may also wish to consider the wider issue of the roles 
and functions of public bodies in relation [to] biodiversity and nature at this juncture”�  I would 
like to see the Minister of State and his colleagues go further than merely considering this�  As 
I said earlier, this is a matter for every Department, every agency and every local authority, as 
well as for everybody across society�  This is everybody’s responsibility and is a cross-society 
endeavour�

I welcome the fact that we will have an executive agency running the NPWS�  That will give 
a degree of autonomy and independence to the service and will give it more heft and influence 
across Government, Departments and agencies�  I am also glad that there is also a commitment 
on the appropriate grading of staff, which is very important.  It is important that the Minister of 
State brings staff with him on that journey and I am sure that the Minister of State, the Depart-
ment and the NPWS are corporately committed to engaging with the relevant trade unions to 
ensure that this process is robust, that there is significant consultation, and that this is done in a 
transparent way�  

I trust that the Minister of State will forgive me for raising what may be considered to be a 
narrowly parochial matter�  I do so in the context of the plan more generally and the Minister of 
State’s commitment to biodiversity, to wildlife preservation and conservation, and to its care�  
The Minister of State is familiar with the work of Wildlife Rehabilitation Ireland, WRI, and I 
believe he visited its former facility outside Navan in the past�  It has now moved its service to 
an interim site in Mornington just outside of Drogheda, beside the Boyne Estuary�  I attended a 
public meeting with that organisation last Monday and I visited the site which it currently oc-
cupies on Tuesday�  

The Minister of State is aware how dedicated it is and that there is not a stand-alone State-
funded organisation dedicated to the rescue, care, rehabilitation and return to the wild of or-
phaned and injured wildlife�  He knows exactly what it does�  I was not certain exactly what it 
did until I had the briefing on Monday and the visit on Tuesday and nor had I knowledge of the 
amount of educational and awareness-raising work it does with veterinary professionals and 
nurses, as well as with the wider community�  It intends to develop the site on an interim basis 
and I understand that an application is going to Meath County Council very shortly�  I am also 
told that we could have a best-in-class, state-of-the-art wildlife hospital and education centre 
for as little as a €2 million capital investment from the State�  I am unaware if the NPWS has 
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a capital line of funding available to it or if there is such a line of funding available from the 
Department to develop facilities such as this but this is something that should be looked at�  

The Minister of State is very much committed to addressing the phenomenon of wildlife 
crime�  It is an insidious matter and the NPWS and the Garda work closely together on those 
matters�  More work needs to be done�  WRI is dealing with the manifestation of wildlife crime 
and injuries to animals and we really should have a zero-tolerance approach to wildlife crime�  I 
ask that the Minister of State might take a personal interest in the work of WRI, to monitor this 
closely, and to work with me and other interested parties to try to develop that service as best 
we can.  When I read about this earlier this year, the wildlife crime unit only had one official 
on its books.  Can the Minister confirm if that position has changed in recent months?  We can-
not have an effective wildlife crime unit with simply one staff member.  I hope that within the 
additional quantum of staff allocated to the NPWS, there will be significant investment in the 
wildlife crime unit and that staff will continue to work with An Garda Síochána and, indeed, the 
wider community�

The work the NPWS does with local organisations is really important�  I am aware of that 
work in my community and constituency, such as the little terns project in the Boyne Estuary�  
The professionalism of the NPWS and the advice it provides are really valued�  We value the 
organisation and want to see it develop�  I thank the Minister of State for his commitment to 
ensuring that happens�  This is a good day�

19/05/2022JJ00200Minister of State at the Department of Rural and Community Development (Deputy 
Joe O’Brien): I commend the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, and the Minister, Deputy 
Darragh O’Brien, on progressing this hugely important piece of work, which was a key com-
mitment for the Green Party in the programme for Government�  Our biodiversity and natural 
world have not been valued and protected in Ireland in the way they should have been in the 
past�  The Government has changed that and the renewal of the NPWS is a big part of that 
change�

The natural world is under increasing pressure across Ireland�  The NPWS has particular 
responsibility to alleviate that pressure and to protect our national heritage areas, special areas 
of conservation, special protection areas, national parks and reserves�  Reform of the NPWS 
will give us the opportunity to resource fully the proper protection of these particularly precious 
areas�  There is a very important special area of conservation in north county Dublin along the 
Broadmeadow Estuary, which is an area rich in biodiversity but that has been under increasing 
pressure for some years from littering, fly tipping and pollution.  This is symptomatic of the 
disconnection we have seen between previous commitments and plans in this regard and the 
reality in local areas�  The missing piece is clarity of accountability and also resourcing�  These 
plans for the NPWS will significantly improve that situation.

As Minister of State at the Department of Rural and Community Development, it is impor-
tant for me to acknowledge that rural areas hold much of Ireland’s natural resources and biodi-
versity�  The work of the NPWS makes an important contribution to conserving our biodiversity 
and helping to sustain the attractiveness and fabric of our rural communities�  The Government 
is committed to ensuring the effective implementation of its statutory and other responsibili-
ties towards the environment and biodiversity and to achieving a climate-neutral future�  The 
Department’s ongoing partnership and dialogue with rural communities across a wide range of 
policy and programme areas is a key part of realising this commitment to our shared environ-
ment�
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The NPWS has a very important role to play in regard to recreational access to our national 
parks and nature reserves�  My Department has a strong working relationship with the service, 
through Comhairle na Tuaithe, and we will continue to build on this�  The development of the 
national outdoor recreation strategy has benefited greatly from the involvement of the NPWS 
among its stakeholders and as a member of the strategy working group, particularly in bringing 
a focus onto environmental issues and the importance of our natural environment, as recognised 
in the Our Rural Future policy document�  The strategy places a strong emphasis on reducing 
impact and protecting our rich biodiversity while making the outdoors accessible for all�  This 
includes actions on dispersal of visitors from sensitive areas and the creation of guidance for 
outdoor events�  The strategy also aims to create a communications plan to promote awareness 
of the environment and responsible enjoyment of the outdoors�  The review and restructuring of 
NPWS is particularly welcome in light of the new national outdoor recreation strategy and the 
recognition of the importance afforded to our natural environment in Our Rural Future.

This week is National Volunteering Week, which affords us a dedicated opportunity to cel-
ebrate and acknowledge the contribution of volunteers to society and to the environment�  I give 
specific thanks and acknowledgement to the volunteers who protect and nurture biodiversity 
across the land�  In particular, I pay tribute to the thousands of foot soldiers for biodiversity who 
are our Tidy Towns Awards volunteers�  That initiative is directly supported by my Department�  
Biodiversity is an increasingly key component of the competition and one of the categories is 
solely devoted to it.  In fact, demonstration of a commitment to “nature and biodiversity in your 
locality” carries 55 marks for participants�  The competition has a series of special awards that 
add a new dimension to the initiative�  One of these, the all-Ireland pollinator award, is spon-
sored by the heritage offices and biodiversity offices of local authorities across the country, in 
partnership with the National Biodiversity Data Centre�

In my role in the Department of Social Protection, I oversee community employment 
schemes, Tús and the rural social scheme, RSS�  There are numerous examples of community 
employment, RSS and Tús projects and participants working to promote biodiversity, undertake 
locally adapted conservation projects and tackle invasive species, such as Japanese knotweed 
and rhododendron�  These projects are operating throughout the country�  In addition, proj-
ects on greenways, maintaining and enhancing waymarked ways, agreed walks and bog roads, 
energy conservation work, village and countryside enhancement projects, bog and wetlands 
projects, and restoring ecosystems are all currently in place under the community employment 
scheme�  Earlier this year, I visited one such project with the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, 
which is a community-led project in the Bundorragha river catchment in south-west Mayo�  Its 
aim is to develop and test best-practice methods in eradicating the invasive rhododendron spe-
cies�  It is supported by many partners, including the NPWS, and, crucially, the small farmers 
who are RSS participants and are central to this important environmental project�

Another example is Clonakilty area sports club community scheme, participants in which 
planted, landscaped and maintain Bennett’s Mill Field in Clonakilty town, including work on 
the pond and wildflower meadow.  IRD Duhallow, a key development company in Cork, was 
one of the first organisations to include and build RSS and Tús participation into its LIFE biodi-
versity work�  For example, all 36 primary schools and four secondary schools in the area have 
been visited and programmes on biodiversity have been delivered by one of the Tús supervi-
sors�  The latter led a full scheme of participants to support the LIFE programme, including 
work on the importance of water quality�  Community employment scheme participants em-
ployed by Athlone Community Services are placed to work with Athlone Canal Heritage Group 



19 May 2022

523

on improving the biodiversity and water quality of a 2�6 km stretch of the Athlone Canal�

One of my main responsibilities as Minister of State is overseeing the social inclusion and 
community activation programme, SICAP, which funds more than 600 community workers 
across the country in areas of disadvantage�  An increasing number of projects are being led and 
developed by communities that interweave social inclusion and biodiversity protection�  Under 
just one of  SICAP’s key goals, for instance, it is currently supporting 37 community gardens, 
eight environmental groups, 20 local community groups with agriculture and fishing as their 
focus and 21 social enterprises in the environment health and food sector�  There are a number 
of projects I would like to namecheck, namely, the Inishturk organic community garden, Biodi-
versity Kerry and Galway City Partnership’s Let’s Get Galway Growing programme�

The publication of this strategic action plan for the NPWS will help to build a more resilient, 
better resourced and ultimately stronger service with the ability to better protect our natural 
environment and heritage.  It is a significant milestone.  When taken in conjunction with other 
initiatives, only some of which I have had time to mention today, it is clear that our whole-of-
government approach recognises that biodiversity is more important now than ever�

19/05/2022JJ00300Deputy Steven Matthews: I thank the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, and the Minister 
for Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, for delivering this ac-
tion plan�  I know an incredible amount of work went into it�  I am delighted to see the work 
that has been done on heritage, including natural heritage, and the move by the NPWS back 
to Custom House�  Today shows the wisdom of that move, which was decided upon when the 
Government was being formed�  I want to put on record the huge credit that is due to the Min-
ister of State’s adviser, Hannah Hamilton, and to Ciara Carberry for the work they did on the 
plan�  A huge amount of work has gone into it over the past year or so�  It is a fantastic result for 
nature.  Above all, I play credit to the NPWS staff up and down the country, who are passionate 
about their work but have struggled for years with funding and resource cuts�  That has been 
very difficult for them and I am glad to see it being turned around.

I am lucky to live in County Wicklow, where we have a fine national park.  I have seen at 
first hand the work done by the rangers there, led by Wesley Atkinson, Enda Mullen and others.  
I thank them for the way they engage with the community, local representatives and community 
groups and the work they do to protect and enhance our natural landscapes, biodoversity and 
nature in general�  They are a real credit to County Wicklow and I am delighted to work with 
them and to see them being recognised and rewarded in this way�  Over the past decade, it has 
been extremely difficult for them to provide the service to which they are dedicated.  They are 
passionate about this issue and have studied it and worked in this area all their lives�  The ser-
vice suffered huge funding cuts over the decades and the staff have been moved from pillar to 
post in terms of departmental oversight�  That has had a real impact on morale and has been very 
frustrating for them�  Today, we see that being turned around as we look to the future�

NPWS staff do vital work to protect nature, help us to understand the importance of our 
environment and how it impacts on us health-wise, including our mental health, and educate 
us on all the benefits of living in a clean and healthy environment.  What has happened to 
Knocksink Wood Education Centre in Enniskerry is symbolic of the neglect of and decline in 
our environment�  The education centre is located in Knocksink Wood, which is a special area 
of conservation�  It is overgrown and the building is in a state of decay�  I remember when the 
education centre was thriving�  It was full of children, school tours, researchers and academics�  
I did some work up there over the years�  I have hope for that centre again�  It symbolises that 
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there has been decades of neglect but that we are going turn it around now�  I hope to see the 
centre up and running and thriving again, and children doing their kick samples in the river, 
looking at insects and learning all about the importance and range of nature and biodiversity we 
have right outside our door�  Sometimes we do not realise it�

I also want to salute the great work done by and perseverance of Professor Jane Stout, Dr� 
Micheál Ó Cinnéide and Mr� Gerry Kearney�  We were delighted to invite them to a meeting of 
the Joint Committee on Housing, Local Government and Heritage�  I can say, without excep-
tion, there was absolute cross-party support and praise for the NPWS�  Members wanted to 
see further investment and expansion and acknowledged the important work the service does�  
There was cross-party support for that�  Too often in politics, we hear kind words and support 
and people saying that they support you and want to do more for you�  Often, words are not fol-
lowed up with actions�  Not this time, however�  As a Green Party Deputy, I am especially happy 
to see what the Minister of State has brought to the floor of the Oireachtas.

I say to people who care deeply about the environment and who demand action to halt the 
losses, help nature and address the impact of pollution and pesticides, the loss and fragmenta-
tion of habitats, the affect of invasive species, the need for climate action and everything that 
has an impact on our natural environment and to those who call on us to inform, educate and 
help people to understand the complex intricacies of nature and how we are all part of it, rather 
than separate from it, that this is where we delivered on those promises�  This is the point at 
which we turned and faced the problem.  This is where we provided a fit-for-purpose NPWS 
for those staff who have struggled over the years.  I thank those people who pushed us to do it.  
I thank the environmental NGOs who pushed us to do it�  I acknowledge their praise of this�  I 
thank the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, for never giving up on this green priority�

19/05/2022KK00200Deputy Martin Browne: The plans the Minister of State has announced in the strategic 
plan for the NPWS are to be welcomed insofar as they constitute a commitment to expanding 
funding and service as the need for an agency that is fit to play its part in our collective response 
to the biodiversity emergency, as the Minister of State has put it�  The establishment of the 
new directorates within the NPWS is welcome because we need less of a fragmented approach 
to biodiversity in order that the different sectors have a focus that is dedicated to them.  This 
structure needs to ensure that the wider sectorial commitments we have made as a country can 
be more seamlessly be monitored and implemented in a manner that takes into account our core 
priorities and the needs of those who face the challenges of implementing actions that cut across 
all State sectors�

Recommendation 11 refers to ensuring that there is clarity regarding where responsibilities 
lie, whether there is ambiguity, duplication or overlap and, most importantly, where gaps ex-
ist in order that they are addressed coherently�  I want to focus on this for a moment because 
during my time on the Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine, I have noticed 
that multiple agencies are involved�  Mixed messages can be coming from each one on a com-
mon matter.  This level of disconnect between State agencies can have an adverse effect on the 
implementation of the policy in question�

It can cause or add discontent among those who are effected by these policies or responsible 
for implementing them in the course of their daily work�  If the biodiversity and climate crises 
are to be effectively addressed, then those on whom the workload will ultimately fall will have 
to be informed properly�  They will need to be listened to properly and the manner in which the 
mitigation measures are rolled out must be thought out properly�  We and our environment can-
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not afford constant uncertainty which leads to wasted time and a poor response to the message.  
I welcome recommendation 11 and I hope it will be acted upon, not just by NPWS but also by 
the various Departments�

I also note the reference to ending the use of temporary contracts over long periods�  Full 
appreciation and use of people with desirable skill sets are a key component of a properly func-
tioning service that makes full use of the knowledge that comes with these dedicated people�  
We see in the health sector how services can get disrupted because professionals who have 
worked and studied hard to get their qualifications and then asked to work for returns that take 
no account of their value or the knowledge they have gained�

I will speak in general about our carbon sequestration targets�  Nobody will be surprised 
to hear that we have a forestry sector that has been left to wither over the years�  There is still 
considerable dissatisfaction out there in terms of the licensing process and the various schemes�  
This has led to the sector to consider itself virtually disregarded and, yet, it is the very sector 
that has a considerable role to play in absorbing and storing carbon.  The target for the afforesta-
tion of more than 8,000 ha right now is mere ambition�  It does not become reality because the 
sector has been ignored for so long�

When we consider the values of the NPWS, we also need to think of our foresters who 
watch the deliberations of the various focus groups that have been giving consideration to their 
future�  However, the reality of the situation for them has not changed�  There are planning is-
sues, of which the Minister of State must be aware, which are slowing down the progress the 
sector could be making�  I am aware of a plantation in County Tipperary which is ravaged by 
ash dieback�  The application for a reconstitution and under-planting scheme to assist foresters 
to deal with infected plantations was subject to the usual considerable delays�  It then had to 
apply to the local authority for planning permission to replant with conifers�  This forester faces 
years of work and investment being wiped out�

That operator was confronted with a challenge that was not just a disease�  It was in deal-
ing with the forestry service, the Department and the requirements of the local authority�  The 
process is onerous and off-putting.  It delays our 8,000 ha afforestation target and the carbon 
that would be absorbed if the structures were working right�  If people who are working in areas 
of the economy that have a great contribution to make to biodiversity are faced with a slow, 
complicated and demanding bureaucracy, our chances of success in terms of all the targets are 
reduced�  I thank the Minister of State for his time today and for listening�  I hope some of the 
aspirations expressed for the NPWS are replicated in all sectors�

19/05/2022KK00300Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I welcome the opportunity to talk about the NPWS and the 
wider issue of biodiversity, especially as this is National Biodiversity Week�  I acknowledge 
all the work that is being done throughout our country by individuals, community groups, tidy 
towns and local authorities when it comes to education around biodiversity and the on-the-
ground work that they are conducting in this regard�  Every week should be biodiversity week�  
We should always put that level of appreciation into our natural world�  I hope someday that we 
will achieve that in that biodiversity becomes so integral to who we are that we are constantly 
appreciating it to that level�

I also want to acknowledge and thank the Minister of State for the work that he has done on 
the NPWS.  It was clear that significant reforms of the NPWS have been needed for many years.  
Successive Governments have not only failed to give the NPWS resources and financing, they 
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have failed to give it the focus it warranted and deserved.  The service has reflected that neglect.  
I appreciate the efforts that the Minister of State has put in to attempting to address that and to 
reform the service in order that it can provide the incredibly important function that we need 
it to do.  I also acknowledge all the work of the staff at the NPWS because they are incredibly 
passionate about our environment but have not been given the support over many years to do 
that work�

Over the past 25 years, the NPWS has been moved across six Departments�  Despite the 
Minister of State securing additional funding in the past couple of budgets, funding for the 
NPWS is still around the 2008 mark�  Even then, it was a low base�  A considerable amount still 
needs to be done with regard to this service�  The structural changes and recommendations that 
have been made by Professor Stout and Dr� Ó Cinnéide will go a very long way to creating a 
top-class service that we really need�

One of the things that struck me about this, which I was very pleased to see, was the em-
phasis on our national parks�  We talk about our national parks as being iconic�  We use them 
to represent wildlife and our biodiversity and their potential but, unfortunately, to date we have 
not given them the emphasis that they need�  We have not placed wildlife or biodiversity at the 
heart of what the NPWS does�  It is inconceivable that none currently has management plans in 
place�  When the National Parks and Wildlife Service, NPWS, puts those management plans in 
place, I hope nature will be the key priority for those areas and that they are given the resources 
to function as such�  They are important areas for tourism and recreation, but we need to get the 
balance right and to make sure that we have core areas within our country that are dedicated to 
nature which are highly protected�  Areas are open to recreation, but that needs to be a key focus 
for what happens�

Since being elected, I have focused on biodiversity and climate, which are so interlinked 
that we cannot separate them�  We often talk about the principle of just transition with regard to 
climate�  We need to start talking about it with regard to biodiversity too�  Deputy Christopher 
O’Sullivan spoke about new career choices�  When people go to a guidance counsellor and 
mention they want to be an ecologist, they should not be thrown out the door�  When I went in 
and said that many years ago, it really was not seen as a viable job option�  We need not only 
to identify it as a viable job option, but to look at how we can bring those jobs to rural Ireland 
as part of a just transition so that we are not only enhancing our biodiversity, but also our local 
communities and local economies�  I would like to see that idea of a just transition being applied 
to biodiversity�

It has been a pleasure to listen to the debates today�  Even over the last couple of years, 
one can see the emphasis that each individual party and politician gives to biodiversity has 
increased�  We should continue with that�  The Minister of State said that not only the Greens 
can be interested in biodiversity�  I want to assuage any of his concerns that that is the case�  
The Social Democrats and I are passionate about this area�  I look forward to working with the 
Minister of State, the Government and Opposition parties to ensure that we give it the emphasis 
and protection that it needs�

I would like to raise a few issues�  One is the sense of urgency relating to biodiversity�  We 
declared a crisis three years ago�  Our bureaucratic processes are slow to catch up with the crisis 
that we are facing and the speed of decimation of the natural environment�  We need to bring a 
sense of urgency�  I also raise the wildlife crime unit�  When I asked a parliamentary question 
about it, only one person was allocated to it�  I would like to see that increase�  I introduced the 
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Wildlife (Amendment) Bill, relating to basking sharks, last year�  It went to Second Stage last 
week�  The Minister is introducing statutory regulations to deal with that�  I would be interested 
to know where those are�  Time is moving on and we are going through another season�  We 
need to focus on that�  I thank the Minister of State and the Government for getting the national 
parks review to this point�  I look forward to seeing it progress�

19/05/2022LL00200Deputy Marc Ó Cathasaigh: I am apt to quoting song lyrics in this house�  Today, an ob-
vious one leaps out as a good fit, which is Joni Mitchell’s “Big Yellow Taxi”.  It goes, “Don’t 
it always seem to go, that you don’t know what you’ve got til it’s gone�”  We cannot continue 
to make these lyrics true�  We cannot allow or precipitate the collapse of the biosphere that has 
sustained, shaped and nurtured us as a species and pave paradise to put up a parking lot�  We 
need to normalise the protection of our natural world�  We cannot look back and lament what 
we have lost�  Our natural capital underpins our social and economic capital�  It is essential to 
our very existence�  For all that I love that Joni Mitchell song, my favourite song is that of the 
curlew, a song that is disappearing from our landscape, which I hope my children and their 
children will live to enjoy�

I have spoken several times in this House about the imminent EU nature restoration law�  It 
must be ambitious, but it will be enormously challenging�  The EU law will have to dovetail 
with our climate action plan and the biodiversity action plan and must be met by similar ambi-
tion in the new Common Agricultural Policy�  This new strategic action plan will enable the Na-
tional Parks and Wildlife Service to meet its current obligations�  With increased resources and 
its establishment as an executive agency, it should be in a far stronger position to support the 
necessary ambition to protect and restore biodiversity�  We need to begin to plan for the depart-
mental capacity and resources needed to take on this challenge, restoring habitats at scale and 
addressing land use, land use change and forestry emissions�  Our land is our greatest resource 
for carbon sink and carbon sequestration potential�

Fast-tracking the recruitment of 60 additional staff into the NPWS is welcome.  As in so 
many other sectors, as we begin to face up to climate change and biodiversity loss with sincer-
ity, we need to ensure that we have a qualified workforce to meet the employment opportunities 
created�  We must ensure that our schools and universities are delivering quality programmes 
of study and research and developing flexible career pathways in biodiversity and nature.  That 
means more ecologists, botanists and more environmental scientists throughout national and 
local government structures, throughout business and across society�  It means better-paid jobs 
for them to go into�  Entry level salaries for ecology, for example, are woefully inadequate�  We 
need to attract the best and brightest into this sector�

The programme for Government commits us to appointing education liaison officers in each 
of our national parks to work with schools across the country, to promote the importance of 
biodiversity and the natural world and to involve pupils in the work that goes on in our national 
parks, which is clearly an area of interest to me as a primary school teacher�  This will provide 
immense potential and opportunity for our children to engage in a practical way with nature�

The full organisation restructuring in the new strategic action plan is particularly welcome�  
The NPWS will be more resilient, better resourced and better equipped to play its part in Ire-
land’s response to the biodiversity emergency and deliver on its mandate to protect our natural 
heritage�  Just as with the climate action plan, our response to the emergency that is biodiversity 
loss needs an all-of-Government approach�  Resourcing the NPWS alone will not do the job�  
We must look at all Departments, public bodies, semi-states and indeed civil society and con-
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sider how they function in respect of biodiversity and nature�  In the longer term, I believe we 
should look to examples such as in Wales, where consideration of wellbeing and the wellbeing 
of future generations has, by statute, to be considered in the decision-making framework of 
these organisations, but that is extraneous to today’s debate�

However, one matter relevant today is a key action in the new strategic action plan for the 
NPWS, which provides the opportunity for Government to consider the wider issue of the roles 
and functions of public bodies in relation to biodiversity and nature�  This is a vitally important 
action with the potential to be far-reaching and systemic, which is needed to address fully the 
biodiversity emergency�  As the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, said in his opening state-
ment, the loss of nature is an issue that extends far beyond the NPWS�  This action stems from 
recommendation 11 in Gerry Kearney’s report on the renew phase of this process, which states:

Consider a wider examination of the remits of the broader constellation of State actors 
with significant responsibilities in relation to Biodiversity and Climate action.

This would establish clarity as to where responsibilities lie; whether there is ambigu-
ity, duplication or overlap, and most importantly where gaps exist that they are addressed 
coherently so that the State’s response in relation to Biodiversity and Climate action can be 
delivered coherently and effectively.

All Departments, agencies and local authorities must meet their responsibilities, not least 
their statutory ones, related to nature and biodiversity�  I warmly welcome this new strategic 
plan and commend the Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage, Deputy Malcolm Noonan�  I commend the National Parks and Wildlife Service, the 
independent authors of the review and the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, for his significant 
support and obvious personal interest in achieving this milestone strategic action plan�

More than 3,000 submissions were made by members of the public in the initial phase of 
this process, which has informed this strategic action plan�  Our natural world fascinates and 
resonates with us�  The sounds and smells of our natural world can transport us to places far 
away and across time�  We are in danger of losing it all and in danger of undermining the eco-
systems that have helped to sustain us as a species�

3 o’clock

19/05/2022MM00100Deputy Dara Calleary: I commend the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, and the Minis-
ter, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, on the funding secured and on the implementation plan relating to 
this report�  The report is a credit to them, their advisers and the Department�  Yesterday, I was 
struck by Deputy Whitmore’s comment to the effect that the NPWS has moved around seven 
different locations.  At least it now has a permanent home and can lay down roots.

The original report should be required reading for everyone, not just in the context of the 
NPWS�  It highlighted dysfunction within that service, but it should be applied to every organi-
sation�  Every State body could do with a similar report�  We had the pleasure of having the 
Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, with us in County Mayo last Friday�  He launched National 
Biodiversity Week at Enniscoe House just outside Crossmolina.  We got to see the NPWS staff 
in County Mayo in action there�  They do superb work�  They are absolutely dedicated to their 
work and are pragmatic in dealing with the challenges�  The Minister of State got to see all that 
first-hand.
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I will put on record once again my concerns around the naming issue at Wild Nephin Na-
tional Park�  Ballycroy should be part of the name�  For example, it could be Wild Nephin Bally-
croy National Park�  That is a local demand�  The NPWS has chosen to ignore it�  That is not the 
way to build up alliances�  It may seem small but this is a national park where, as in most cases, 
the land was given by local landowners in view of the challenge that is faced and in view of the 
principles of nature�  There should be a much better system�  National parks are referred to in the 
report�  Nearly 14% of our national territory is designated for nature conservation and 90% of 
that is privately owned�  That points to a need for better communication and co-operation with 
landowners and farm organisations�  I do not think it is particularly well dealt with in the report�

There is a need for a better sense of understanding and partnership regarding Natura�  Some 
25 years later, the special areas of conservation and all the regulations relating to them, the des-
ignations and the Natura 2000 network continue to be very challenging for local communities�  
On the ongoing day-to-day management of special areas of conservation and Natura 2000 sites, 
the 2019 EPA report suggested that 85% of our protected habitats were in unfavourable condi-
tion�  Considering that the special areas of conservation and Natura legislation has been with us 
for so many years, we have to look in on what is being done in the day-to-day management of 
this land.  Landowners are making significant sacrifices, particularly small farmers in the hill 
communities, yet the biodiversity of the land they have sacrificed and that they are not farming 
commercially is deteriorating�  We must look to the ongoing policy of managing the land and 
how it is being controlled�

I mentioned the area of Wild Nephin National Park at Ballycroy�  The NPWS is to be really 
congratulated on the way it is developing that park out of the box�  The Mayo Dark Skies initia-
tive is led by a voluntary committee based out of Newport�  The NPWS has developed it in part-
nership with the local community�  The dark skies initiative is gathering great steam and shows 
to people the value of biodiversity and of protecting our lands�  It gives people a very innovative 
way of accessing and engaging in it�  That is what we need to see more of�  I join colleagues 
in commending all the various bodies such as Tidy Towns, Ballina Community Clean-up and 
other community clean-ups that have put biodiversity back at the heart of community agendas�  
There is also a role for the NPWS there.  It is all very well to put an education officer into each 
of the national parks�  There are only seven of those�  We need far greater involvement and far 
better co-ordination and support for the many volunteer efforts that are around.  The NPWS 
could gain from doing that and, equally, the various communities could gain�

I reiterate my congratulations to the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, and the Minister on 
this work�  Money does not answer all the problems, however, particularly when it comes to 
public service�  The outcomes need to be tracked�  We have thrown money at many situations 
and not got the desired outcomes�  I urge the Ministers not to let that happen here�

19/05/2022MM00200Deputy Bríd Smith: I am sharing time with Deputy Paul Murphy�  I will begin by acknowl-
edging all the communities out there�  There are very many across my own constituency and 
they are growing daily.  They are really engaged and energised in direct action to fight to help 
repair and preserve the biodiversity in their neighbourhoods�  It is great to see it�  I want to thank 
Jane Stout and Micheál Ó Cinnéide for their review and their work�  It is an excellent piece of 
work and highlights well the problems and systemic neglect of our NPWS�

I also think of wider, deeper systemic problems in how we interact with and protect or fail 
to protect our natural systems and biodiversity�  On the action plan, I make the observation that 
there is a massive disconnect between the scale of the crisis we face, the report of our chief 
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agency with responsibilities in this area, the action plan and its timeframe�  For example, on the 
hiring of an international expert to benchmark the staffing levels, aside from whether we need 
one or not, when we look at the actions, it promises to appoint an international expert to bench-
mark staffing levels.  Their findings will be reported in December.  By June 2023, their plan will 
be approved and by March 2024 their findings will have started to be implemented.  By March 
2024, all going well, we may see the beginning of the implementation of recommendations on 
staffing.  To be quite frank, the plan is peppered with that sort of corporate guff.  Setting up new 
directorates is another example, as is the proposal that the NPWS become an executive agency 
of the Department�  I understand that these corporate and structural changes may be needed�  
When we consider the scale of the crisis and the scale of the failures, however, this does not 
seem to match what is needed�

The scale of the crisis is something else�  The Minister of State is aware of that�  One in 
five of all species assessed in Ireland is threatened with extinction.  For bees and fish, the fig-
ure stands an alarming 30%�  Some 63% of regularly occurring bird species in Ireland are of 
conservation concern�  Those of most concern include the iconic species of the corncrake, the 
curlew, the lapwing and the barn owl, and now also widespread species like the meadow pipit, 
the snipe and the kestrel�  I was struck some time ago by a statement from an Irish Wildlife 
Trust representative, Pádraic Fogarty, who told the Dáil committee that: “a cloud of neglect 
and apathy has smothered the natural world�  It is a terrible legacy that we are leaving for the 
next generation�”  In light of this, I am not sure that a cross-cutting standing committee with an 
international benchmarked staffing expert is what we need.

I welcome the recognition of the dedication of the staff of the NPWS.  However, I am also 
struck by the neglect and political apathy that the report records�  There has been failure by 
successive Governments to afford even minimal protection to supposedly protected sites and 
species, which is really wrong and breathtaking�  Although I think proper funding of the agency 
and enforcement are really required and are a very welcome start, they are not the full story�  
The biodiversity crisis fundamentally stems from our economic priorities, from an agricultural 
system driven by profit, big agrifood corporate interests, reliance on monocrops, the use of 
nitrogen fertilisers and the current cruelty inflicted on animals generally in the interests of feed-
ing not people but profit margins.  This is intrinsically linked with the climate crisis and both 
require a radical break from the economic system that is driving the loss of plants and animal 
species and throwing even our existence into doubt�

19/05/2022MM00300Deputy Paul Murphy: The context of this debate is the sixth mass extinction event, which 
we are currently living through, with a horrendous, dramatic, marked decline in biodiversity�  
Some 85% of Ireland’s protected habitats are in an unfavourable condition, 46% are in ongoing 
decline and 43% of protected species are afforded unfavourable status.  This biodiversity crisis 
is part of the rift opened up between humanity and nature by the economic system of capital-
ism, the organisation of production and agriculture on the basis of profit as opposed to people’s 
needs and our relationship with nature�

The Stout-Ó Cinnéide report is excellent�  It reveals the reality of the crisis we face and the 
neglect of the NPWS by successive Governments.  The report correctly compliments the staff 
at the heart of the NPWS, describing them as “dedicated, passionate and knowledgeable”, but 
also makes the point that they “have been neglected for decades, in a political system that did 
not value nature and biodiversity”�  The report is absolutely damning�

At the time of the issuing of the report, the NPWS had only 354 staff.  That number has now 
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risen to about 400 but that is far short of the 670 in the Danish Nature Agency, for example�  
Denmark has a similar population but a protected area one sixth the size of ours�  It has 2,000 
sq� km by comparison with Ireland’s 12,000 sq� km�  In other words, Denmark is ten times more 
staff per square kilometre of protected area than Ireland.  Going on the estimates in the report, 
it would cost less than €17 million to bring the staffing level up to the Danish level.  This is 
a fraction of the amount given to the horse and greyhound industries every single year�  That 
the strategic plan does not contemplate even the minimal step on staffing that I propose is very 
revealing of the State’s priorities for nature and animal welfare, even with the Green Party in 
government�

Another point that jumps out from the report is that 90% of the sites designated for nature 
production are privately owned and therefore not managed by the NPWS or protected by its 
rangers.  The report states, “Ireland does not have a comprehensive policy or system for man-
agement planning and delivery of conservation measures for most of its Natura 2000 sites�” 
That is really shocking.  It effectively means nature protection has been privatised to landown-
ers�  This has been an unmitigated disaster�  Of course, many small farmers pay correct atten-
tion to biodiversity and should be paid for this by the State because it is done on behalf of all 
of society�

19/05/2022NN00200Deputy Brian Leddin: It is fantastic to see the publication of the strategic plan of the Min-
ister of State, Deputy Noonan, for the NPWS and the publication of the independent review that 
underpins it�  I am aware that delivering on this programme for Government commitment has 
been the Minister of State’s top priority since he took office.  That the action plan is resourced 
by the Government, with €55 million over the next three budgets, makes this achievement all 
the more significant.  I commend the Minister of State and his Department on everything they 
have done to achieve this outcome�

Biodiversity is an issue that goes to the Green Party’s very core�  Originally the party was 
called the Ecology Party�  As Chairman of the Joint Committee on Environment and Climate 
Action, I would like to see biodiversity elevated as an issue across government in the same that 
climate has been�  The climate and biodiversity crises are inextricably linked and our responses 
must be joined up, but it is also vital that we address biodiversity in and of itself�

Today we are seeing the impact of the many years of underfunding of the NPWS and the 
lack of focus on biodiversity more generally emerging as a potential risk to climate action�  
The Minister of State is keenly aware of this and is moving fast and doing all he can to address 
the issue.  Substantially increased NPWS budgets and addressing staffing challenges are para-
mount.  The additional resources provided for in the action plan will foster greater confidence 
in climate-critical areas, such as the designation of offshore protected areas and the protection 
and restoration of our upland habitats and the species they are home to�

Increased investment in NPWS staffing and the restructuring of the organisation along func-
tional lines will also help restore nature in agricultural landscapes through highly effective 
programmes such as the NPWS farm plan scheme�  I realise numbers are currently small for 
this project; however, in the context of the EU nature restoration law and our objectives around 
species and habitat conservation, it is exactly these kinds of bespoke farm-level initiatives that 
will work to deliver mutually beneficial outcomes for biodiversity and for rural communities.

On this note, last week’s announcement of the €20 million LIFE IP Wild Atlantic Nature 
project to restore blanket bog in the agricultural landscapes of rural north-west Ireland is de-



Dáil Éireann

532

signed to put communities at its heart.  Co-ordinated by the NPWS’s scientific unit, it utilises 
results-based payment schemes to pay farmers for the quality of the habitats they create�  The 
average annual payment for the farmers involved to date is €3,200�  This is real money, deliver-
ing a real impact for nature, water, the climate and people�  It is clear that a comparatively small 
investment in the NPWS can have enormous benefits for the country.  I hope the investment in 
the NPWS teams that co-ordinate and lead on projects like this will be part of the action plan�

I spoke last week about some of the lost opportunities in the CAP strategic plan to address 
biodiversity.  While we know the CAP cannot do everything, it can definitely do more than is 
currently provided for�  I hope there will be some improvement in the eco-schemes, in particu-
lar, before the final version is signed off, especially for farmers in designated areas.  There is 
a huge missed opportunity in the CAP to make sure resources are used to support farmers to 
protect, conserve and restore nature and deliver on the Government’s prioritised action frame-
work for the Natura network of special areas of conservation and special protection areas�  By 
resourcing the NPWS, I hope there will be more capacity within the organisation to engage 
at all levels in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine to influence and support 
nature-positive action in the next CAP and help the Department to ensure it delivers on Ireland’s 
biodiversity obligations�

Bog rehabilitation is now ongoing, which is very welcome�  From the perspective of the 
regulator for the Bord na Móna restoration and rehabilitation programme, it is hoped that the 
investment in the NPWS will support more and faster rewetting of peatlands, not just on State 
land but also across other parts of Ireland�  It would be great to see strategic alignment with the 
private sector, as we have seen in other countries�  A peatland code for Ireland could unlock 
substantial finance for investment in rural communities, supporting biodiversity and climate 
action at the same time�  We have already seen Intel piloting support for blanket-bog restoration 
in Wicklow Mountains National Park�  All these opportunities exist, and I hope the new NPWS 
will be configured in such a way as to seize them.

It is reassuring to see that addressing wildlife crime has also been elevated in recent times�  
It is great to see that there are more cases being brought by the NPWS and more successful 
convictions, in addition to more awareness of the issue.  The co-ordination of efforts on wildlife 
crime among NPWS staff across the country is delivering genuine results.  The recent memo-
randum of understanding involving An Garda Síochána will also help ensure better outcomes 
for nature� 

It is a failure of enforcement that so many wildlife crimes have been committed in recent 
years�  Additional resources in this area will go a long way to reducing the number of these 
crimes.  Some 110 staff, including district conservation officers and conservation rangers, are 
working across the country to address wildlife crime�  Since December 2020, conservation 
ranger numbers have increased by 18%�  There are currently 86 conservation rangers stationed 
around the country to enforce wildlife laws, and they are supported by district conservation of-
ficers, regional managers and divisional managers.  I understand the Minister intends to further 
increase ranger numbers up to 120, which is a welcome development�

It is reassuring that fines are increasing, more commensurate with the seriousness of the 
crimes committed, and receiving media coverage, again raising awareness of the law in this 
area.  In addition to fines, however, we need habitat reinstatement.  It is not enough just to pay 
fines; habitats must be restored as best as possible so that it never pays to commit a wildlife 
crime�
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I hosted the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, in Limerick in 2020.  It was his first trip as 
a Minister of State�  I have seen his commitment and dedication and know how enthusiastic he 
is about natural and built heritage�  It is a credit to him that this strategic action plan has been 
delivered to such enthusiastic support from across all sectors, not least the NGOs and the wider 
environmental movement.  I commend him and the departmental officials on their hard work.

19/05/2022NN00300Deputy James O’Connor: I compliment the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, his depart-
mental officials and the independent contributors on the work done on this review, which has 
identified several serious issues within the NPWS.  I hope these will be addressed by the steps 
taken.  It is great to see and very good news that a significant capital budget, of approximately 
€55 million, is being allocated over three separate cycles, in addition to what has already been 
put in place�

I am delighted to hear about some of the work, outlined in the report, on the hiring of addi-
tional staff.  That is very welcome.  I am conscious that I am here as a Deputy from Cork East, 
a section of the country that is not lucky enough to have its own national park�  There are only 
six in the country�  As a young person in the Chamber, I would like to see further investment 
and an effort made so that the south east, which is away from the west coast, where the majority 
of major national parks in the country are located, will have one of its own�  I am referring to 
the eastern side of Ireland, south of Wicklow, and the southern part�  There are many locations 
that I believe would benefit.  I am thinking of the Galtee Mountains and the Knockmealdowns, 
or the Comeraghs near the Cathaoirleach Gníomhach’s constituency�  The Government could 
work with the NPWS in the long run to see if that is a possibility�  Our national parks are ex-
traordinarily important not only to the environment and from the perspective of promoting 
biodiversity and other environmental protection methods on protected lands, but also because 
of the benefit to the local economy and recreation.  I am fortunate to enjoy many local amenities 
under the umbrella of many State agencies, but not the NPWS�  That area, with a bit of work 
between the local authorities and the NPWS, as outlined in the strategic report, is quite exciting 
and much positive work could quite easily be done on it�

This report will do a number of good things if the implementation is carried through on, 
including tidying up management, which is important, giving the NPWS a good platform to 
grow and, particularly, looking at new locations for national parks�  I reiterate the call, as a Cork 
Deputy and looking at neighbouring constituencies, to address the imbalance�  It is a long way 
to the west of Ireland or to Wicklow for many of us in my region�  I would like to see us work-
ing on that and procuring the additional budget�  I commend the work done by the Minister of 
State, Deputy Noonan, in that regard�

It is important to note that much important work goes into an area of conservation �  I am 
conscious of that as somebody from a farming community�  It is not often heard about in here�  
We heard the latest round of attacks on farming in Ireland from city dwellers in the Chamber a 
few minutes ago but we are conscious of the environment�  It is important that that is said�  We 
could put a strategy in place in conjunction with the NPWS to look at lands that become avail-
able neighbouring existing areas of special conservation�  For example, in Youghal on the bog 
next to our beach, a significant amount of ground has become available.  Much of it is marsh 
and there is much wildlife activity in the area�  We could work with the NPWS and Cork County 
Council to secure that land for the use of the State, for protection and for the promotion of tour-
ism in east Cork, as well as the environmental issues�  It is right and proper that we look at op-
portunities to expand on existing assets of the State when it comes to the work the NPWS does�  
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It would be lovely to get a few extra national parks, though they are expensive and require 
years of planning�  Will the Minister of State take that message back to the Department?

19/05/2022OO00200Deputy Peadar Tóibín: It is long past time that we had an organisational overhaul of our 
approach to national parks and the wildlife of the State�  The natural beauty of this landscape 
is not being protected and has not been historically�  What could have been a great ecological 
and economic resource has lacked the care and maintenance it desperately needs�  The health of 
our biodiversity is the key to our well-being�  It is a symbiotic relationship on this planet�  The 
health of the natural world and of society are tied together in a three-legged race�  For decades, 
they have not been in sync�  More than 40% of insect species are declining and one third are 
endangered internationally�  The rate of extinction is eight times faster than that of mammals, 
birds and reptiles�  The total mass of insects is falling by 2�5% each year, according to available 
data.  That is an incredible collapse of significant elements of the biodiversity of this State.  We 
need, as a country, to tackle that problem head-on�

The first thing to remember is that we need partnership on this.  If we do not do it in partner-
ship, it will create significant resistance.  The people who are first and foremost in that partner-
ship are farmers and communities in rural Ireland�  If farmers are not treated as partners in this 
area, it will create resistance and opposition�  For farmers to be treated as partners, it is impor-
tant that they can make a living and are able to fund raising a family�  If this is not the case and 
farmers are hammered economically, there will be a major difficulty in the area.  

I will give a couple of examples of the manner in which not to proceed�  The Govern-
ment’s policy for sustainable energy historically has been to outsource large industrial-scale 
wind farms to national companies, which have come into local communities without leaving 
any benefit to them and built these industrial-scale wind turbines right up against people homes.  
That has created massive resistance�  Instead, the Government could have followed the German 
model which allowed for communities to get the funding to build wind turbines of their own 
design in their own areas, get profit from those turbines and benefit from them.

The Government’s response to turf is another example of building resistance in communi-
ties.  Instead of working with families on retrofitting houses that are dependent on turf fires, the 
Government went in with the ban straight away�  I appeal to the Green Party to understand the 
sensitivities and needs of rural Ireland in terms of being able to make a living and raise a family�  
It is extremely important�  If it goes wrong, it will create further resistance�  The NPWS has not 
been funded or staffed properly and its structures have held it back in the past.  The NPWS has 
not worked with farming communities in the manner it should have and that needs to change�

We in Ireland see the country as having a green and wild landscape but that is a significant 
distance from reality�  We have only six national parks in the country�  Connemara, Killarney, 
Glenveagh, Wicklow and the Burren are some of those�  We have no protected landscapes�  
Germany has 400 protected landscapes�  We compare very unfavourably to other European 
countries�  We should be more ambitious in terms of biodiversity�  We should be increasing the 
allocation of land to those parks and looking at the whole area of rewilding�  Rewilding has 
unquantifiable benefits for biodiversity and our habitats and counteracts significantly the emis-
sions created by society�

The Knepp Castle Estate in England is an example of what can be done�  This large estate 
was an industrial-type and intensive farm until 2001.  It was not making a profit because the 
land was in a bad state�  It decided to revolutionise, change direction and devote itself to rewild-
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ing�  It did so in an incredible manner�  At very little cost, it allowed hedges, shrubs, trees and 
bushes to grow of their own volition�  It stopped using pesticides and other elements on the land 
and allowed cattle, ponies, pigs and deer to roam freely�  They drove the regeneration of the land 
and created a mosaic of habitats from grasslands to scrub, open-grown trees and wood pasture�  
As a result, there has been an extraordinary increase in wildlife�  Species such as turtle doves, 
nightingales, peregrine falcons and purple emperor butterflies are breeding there.  Populations 
of other common species are also rocketing.  That revolution cost little, was highly effective 
and produced profitable results for this failing landscape.  They are producing high quality meat 
that achieves a better price at market and are allowing for camping, glamping, safaris and other 
business rentals.  Surrounding pubs, shops and bed and breakfasts have benefitted from the 
economic spin-off from that.

This is not a project for every farm but in relation to diversification, which is important 
in agriculture at the moment, it is an option that should be supported more by the State�  I am 
thinking of the Dunsany estate that operates in my great county of Meath and the work Randal 
Plunkett has done there�  I am thankful to have had the opportunity to visit Randall and see the 
rewilding of the estate a number of times in recent years�  The level of biodiversity that has 
returned to the hundreds of acres that Randal is rewilding is incredible�  It has increased sig-
nificantly the level of interest in his farm.  He allows academics and students from universities 
to come to study the results of that rewilding�  I do not believe any Minister has visited that 
rewilding project even though it is the biggest one in the State at the moment�  I encourage the 
Minister of State, Deputy Ossian Smyth, who is present, to do so if he has a chance�

Obviously, such projects are not for every farm across the country, but I believe we can 
consider smaller farms too�  We can incentivise farmers to increase the biohabitats that exist 
on their farms�  For far too long, the European Union and the State incentivised the damaging 
of biohabitats�  Farmers were told to get rid of scrub, wetland and non-productive land but we 
should actually be encouraging them to keep such land�  We should be paying for farmers to do 
that�

A policy that we in Aontú have held for several years relates to changing the sward�  I am 
delighted the Government has taken that policy on board�  We have depended on ryegrass, 
which needs significant industrial fertilisers to keep it going, for so long instead of allowing 
clover and other plants to flourish within the sward, which results in nitrogen being taken from 
the air and put into the ground�

I urge the Government to consider riverine parks�  When cities grow in Canada, urban de-
velopment is prohibited for 500 m on both sides of rivers so that those rivers remain as parks in 
the middle of large urban areas that can be enjoyed by families�

19/05/2022PP00200Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Cuireann sé áthas orm go bhfuil deis ann cúpla focal a rá i dtaobh 
an ábhair seo�  I am among the lucky ones as I have a national park in my area�  There is no 
doubt that Connemara National Park has made a significant contribution to Connemara since it 
was purchased in the late 1970s�  It is simplistic, however, to think that we need national parks 
all over the place.  Obviously, Irish land history is very different from most European land his-
tory�  As a result of the land wars of the 19th century and early 20th century, most of the land 
went back to smaller farmers rather than going to big ranch-type farmers or, for example, what 
happened in Scotland with the clearances�  That always has to be taken into account�

There has been another and much cheaper way for the State to protect biodiversity, how-
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ever, one for which it may not have paid enough, and that is by designation�  We should stand 
back for a minute and consider what designation means�  It means that the State comes in and, 
although it recognises that the land belongs to the landowner, it gives a big list of activities that 
cannot be carried out there without its permission.  Obviously, that has significant implications 
on other things such as physical planning permissions and so on�  In that way, the State controls 
the activities on a vast amount of land that far exceeds the size of the national parks�  In the case 
of Connemara west of the Corrib, for example, the reality is that 80% of that area is designated 
as either a special area of conservation, a special protection area or a natural heritage area�  The 
areas that are not designated are the green bits that people have been farming more intensively 
than ever�  None of it is wild�  All of it was farmed; every bit of it�

It is interesting to pay attention to the pattern of where people live�  It always strikes me 
when I see houses in odd or isolated locations that the pressure to survive was so great that ev-
ery bit of green land was inhabited�  There were people living on the butts of mountains and so 
on�  There is history involved in all of this�  Comparing that with the settlement pattern in other 
places, if one tries to impose their way of doing it, that will immediately create friction�

I hear about crime, including environmental crime�  It is happening�  There are people across 
society who carry out environmental crime�  My experience, however, is that the vast majority 
of people, particularly landholders, care for the land and biodiversity�  I often sat down with 
older farmers through the years and discussed their natural and indigenous methods of farming, 
many of which were supplanted by previous Government schemes involving land reclamation, 
mechanisation and so on�  The diversity they had on small farms was incredible�

I refer to their knowledge when it comes to protecting wildlife�  I remember being on a de-
serted island where there was a project going on to bring back the corncrake�  The woman who 
owned the house grew up on the island with her father�  She explained to me that when they 
were mowing the field, her father would never have gone near a corncrake nest and that, at the 
time, there were about 100 pairs of corncrakes on that very small island off Clifden.  Thank-
fully, some of them have come back�  Strangely, one of the things they needed was interaction 
with humans�  If the place is allowed to go wild, as had happened on that island for the previous 
30 years, that actually causes the demise of the corncrake�  In some cases, a carefully managed 
countryside is what is needed, rather than the dream that some people have of letting it all go 
wild�  

In the context of society in general, surely on this island we have learned that policing only 
works when it is with the consent and support of those being policed�   If one has to watch out 
for everybody in one’s community, there will never be enough rangers, conservation officers or 
ordinary members of An Garda Síochána�  What makes it work in most of society, including the 
area in which I work, which is very lightly policed, is that the vast majority of the people there 
want the law to be kept, keep the law themselves and do not want law-breakers in their midst�  
Similarly, I have found a lot of the people who have worked for the NPWS to be absolutely 
superb because they live and work in the communities, understand the people and work with 
them�  In that way, everybody goes forward together�  The reality, however, is that if one tries to 
come in with a heavy hand, one will not get half as much conservation as one will by working 
with people, particularly landholders, who have a significant stored knowledge of what is there.

There are challenges�  On the other hand, if I leave my house and walk up what we call the 
seanbóthar - it is a walking route we built that goes on for four or five miles - I can see we still 
have a fair bit of biodiversity�  There is great nature�  Who are the ones who appreciate it most?   
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The local people�  I will hand over to my colleague, Deputy Devlin�

19/05/2022PP00300Deputy Cormac Devlin: I welcome the opportunity to examine the Government’s strategic 
plan for the renewal of the National Parks and Wildlife Service�  The plan sets out an ambitious 
timeline for a full organisational restructuring of the NPWS that I believe is much needed and 
long overdue�  It provides a substantial €55 million additional investment in the organisation 
that will allow for the recruitment of 60 key new staff to critically important roles.  The stra-
tegic action plan aims to deliver an NPWS that is more resilient, better resourced, and better 
equipped to play its part in Ireland’s response to the biodiversity emergency on the national 
and international stages�  The plan will equip the NPWS with the organisational capability and 
supporting structures to enable it to deliver on its mandate in protecting our natural heritage�  
It is important to note that the plan fulfils a crucial commitment in the programme for Govern-
ment, providing for a significant investment in and renewal of the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service�  I thank the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, and his colleague the Minister of State, 
Deputy Noonan, and their officials for preparing the plan and securing the necessary resources.

I thank the Minister of State, Deputy Ossian Smyth, who is present, for his attendance�  I 
will turn to our constituency of Dún Laoghaire for a moment�  The National Parks and Wildlife 
Service, as the Minister of State would be aware, works closely with Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown 
County Council to protect biodiversity at important sites such as Dalkey Island, where there is a 
significant Arctic tern colony as well as goats and all sorts of other wildlife that is all protected.  
Work is ongoing with the National Parks and Wildlife Service and the local council�  

The NPWS also supported efforts at Killiney Hill to expand the red squirrel population.  
Back in 2012, for example,15 red squirrels from the Raven Nature Reserve in County Wex-
ford were released into the area to supplement the local population�  This project has involved 
schoolchildren, which has helped promote awareness of the need for conservation and biodi-
versity locally�

The additional funding being provided to the National Parks and Wildlife Service is very 
welcome�  Hopefully, this will allow a greater focus on sites like the proposed natural heritage 
area at Loughlinstown Forest�  This is an almost 20-acre forest and an important outpost of 
native broadleaf woodland in an increasingly urban area, but it has been largely overlooked 
for many years�  The National Parks and Wildlife Service needs to not only work with local 
councils on issues such as forests, but also in relation to biodiversity corridors�  Hopefully, 
with the additional resources it has been given, it will be able to work closely with those local 
authorities�

Finally, as the citizens’ assembly gathers to discuss biodiversity, it will make recommenda-
tions in due course, but in the meantime we need to take action and this national strategy is a 
very positive first step.

19/05/2022QQ00200Acting Chairman (Deputy Verona Murphy): Next is the Rural Independent Group, but 
no one is present�  That brings us to the Independent Group and Deputy Connolly�

19/05/2022QQ00300Deputy Catherine Connolly: Could I have their time?

19/05/2022QQ00400Deputy Cormac Devlin: It is worth asking�

19/05/2022QQ00500Acting Chairman (Deputy Verona Murphy): We are well ahead of schedule�
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19/05/2022QQ00600Deputy Catherine Connolly: Perhaps I could have a certain leniency�

I welcome the opportunity to speak and pay tribute to the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, 
on this review and on his dedication, hard work and commitment�  The programme for Govern-
ment promised the review, and we have it�  What is under discussion today is the strategic plan, 
which is based and arises from a report on the National Parks and Wildlife Service carried out 
by Professor Stout and Dr� Ó Cinnéide�  I am not sure why it was necessary but that was fol-
lowed by Reflect and Renew - A Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service but, in any 
event, we have the three documents now.  I found it difficult not to be depressed in reading the 
review�  I looked for hope and the hope is that the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, has put in 
plan before us�  The emphasis will have to be on implementation�

I will quote a tiny bit from this.  I read every single word of it and so has my staff.  Let me 
just try to put it into context.  It states, “Our overall conclusion, based on the weight of evi-
dence, is that is time for change ��� Ireland’s natural environment, including its biodiversity, is 
in trouble.  It is time for fundamental reform.”  It also states, “We are in the midst of a global 
crisis�  Nature is our life-support system���”  This is here for everybody to read but the statistics 
of loss are shocking.  It states that 75% of the land of the earth is very significantly altered by 
human activity, 66% of the world’s oceans are experiencing increasing cumulative impacts and 
so on�  It states also that today human population and livestock comprise 96% of global mam-
mal biomass and that 70% of birds alive in the world are poultry, mostly chickens, which is an 
extraordinary statistic, and that the risk of continued damage to global biodiversity is the col-
lapse of ecosystems, including those agricultural systems that produce food; the lack of capac-
ity to buffer and reverse climate change; and the increased global health risks, including further 
pandemics.  I suggest that everybody reads this.  The three reports have finally been produced 
following decades and decades of neglect�

Let us look at the National Parks and Wildlife Service, which was set up in 1991, more than 
30 years ago�  If any organisation was set up to fail, this one was�  I want to pay public tribute 
to the 400 staff throughout the country in 32 locations in 19 counties.  I do not know how they 
have continued with years of neglect and underfunding�  None of these are my words�  These 
are the words of Micheál Ó Cinnéide�  I would not think he was a radical, nor Professor Stout�  
Micheál Ó Cinnéide has been long part of the establishment and a respected individual�  What 
he said here is absolutely damning�  We ignore it at our peril�

Let me read what they said on funding, and this is directly from the report�  There is chronic 
underinvestment.  It stated, “The NPWS is inadequately resourced to function to deliver its re-
mit.”  It was particularly hit by the 2008 financial crisis, after which there was a 70% reduction 
in funding�  This underfunding persisted, unchanged, until 2020�  Even the turf compensation 
fund, which was very welcome, had to come out of the National Parks and Wildlife Service 
budget, without any additional funding�  In addition, over the years, while under-resourcing and 
underfunding it, we increased its remit, giving it an absolutely impossible job�

I will go back to statistics on the environment globally, followed by statistics on Ireland�  
As I said, 70% of birds alive are poultry�  Can one imagine that?  That is what we have come 
too – mostly chickens.  Some 75% of the land of the earth is very significantly altered and, as 
I said, 66% of the oceans.  Specifically on Ireland, about 75% of Ireland’s landscape is inten-
sively managed – 65% agricultural land and 10% forestry�  According to Ferdia Marnell of the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service at the first meeting of the Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiver-
sity in May, most of Ireland’s biodiversity in the other 25% is shoved into a corner�  Some 85% 
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of Ireland’s protected habitats were in an unfavourable condition and 43% of protected species 
were in an unfavourable status�

I am running out of time to give all of these statistics, but what really jumps off the page is, 
notwithstanding that we set it up to fail, that we set it up in complete opposition to the policy of 
the Government�  While the National Parks and Wildlife Service is responsible for delivering 
on a range of national and international policies and agreements, these are implemented within 
a national policy context with a strategic focus on increased production and intensification.  
Therefore, one policy is completely and utterly at odds with the other�

I hope that finally language means something and we are now actually going to do something 
in respect of this.  Different songs were quoted today, and I will quote, “It’s Now or Never”.  We 
have no further window of opportunity�  We know that from the meteorological organisation 
and from the ongoing reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change�  We can no 
longer stand here and stay we did not know�  We can longer stand here and leave the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service to fail�  It has taken a biodiversity crisis and a climate change crisis 
to make us examine the National Parks and Wildlife Service�

I have sat with Deputies where the National Parks and Wildlife Service was denigrated at a 
time when-----

19/05/2022QQ00700Acting Chairman (Deputy Verona Murphy): I thank the Deputy�

19/05/2022QQ00800Deputy Catherine Connolly: I thought I was getting a tiny bit of leniency, but perhaps I 
am not�

19/05/2022QQ00900Acting Chairman (Deputy Verona Murphy): The Deputy can continue�

19/05/2022QQ01000Deputy Catherine Connolly: I am almost finished, in any event.

Certainly, it is now or never�  It is time to do something�  The Minister of State has my full 
support on this, but it has to be done, as was said, with the community�  Indeed, in Galway, the 
community has led the way�  We need to have the community on board and to recognise that it 
is the essential ingredient in our role to change what is happening�

19/05/2022QQ01100Acting Chairman (Deputy Verona Murphy): That concludes Deputies’ statements, un-
less Deputy Ellis is coming in to speak�

19/05/2022QQ01200Deputy Dessie Ellis: No�

19/05/2022QQ01300Acting Chairman (Deputy Verona Murphy): That is fine.

19/05/2022QQ01400Minister of State at the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communica-
tions (Deputy Ossian Smyth): I thank Deputy Connolly and all the other Deputies for their 
contributions on the review and strategic action plan for the National Parks and Wildlife Ser-
vice.  This is a €55 million plan that fulfils an important commitment in the programme for 
Government and it will be a very positive result for Irish nature�

I want to turn to some of the contributions�  Deputy Whitmore’s love of nature and biodi-
versity shines through in many conversations I have had with her in the House and in commit-
tee.  She mentioned wildlife crime and is concerned about its staffing in the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service.  There are 110 staff, including district conservation officers and conservation 
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rangers, who are located across the country and who lead on the enforcement of wildlife laws 
and on bringing prosecutions�  There is also provision for an additional 33 conservation rangers 
and the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, hopes to fill these places as soon as possible.  These 
regional staff are supported by a central team across a regulatory and licensing unit in a hub-
and-spoke model.  Therefore, one can add another couple of zeros to the one staff member in 
wildlife crime enforcement who Deputy Whitmore mentioned�

The Deputy also referred to regulations for the protection of the basking shark�  On this 
specific issue, I can confirm that the draft regulations have been submitted to the Office of the 
Parliamentary Counsel, OPC, and that the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, is hoping that this 
process will complete as quickly as possible�

Deputy Tóibín spoke passionately about nature�  The Deputy asked that a Minister should 
visit the rewilding project at Dunsany�  In fact, the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, has al-
ready visited Dunsany and had some fascinating conversations about the approach that is being 
taken there�

The programme for Government committed us to reviewing the remit, status and fund-
ing of the NPWS�  That independent, multiphase review was completed in February 2022�  It 
culminated in 15 key recommendations to renew the NPWS and make it a more resilient and 
more effective organisation fit to meet the challenges of this century.  The strategic action plan, 
approved by the Government on Tuesday, 3 May, is designed to deliver on those recommenda-
tions and its implementation is a key priority for the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan and the 
Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, and all my colleagues across the Government�

I acknowledge the hard work of the independent authors who undertook the research and 
analysis and made the recommendations that underpin the strategic action plan�  Professor Jane 
Stout chaired the first phase of the review, which comprised a comprehensive consultation 
with external stakeholders, staff and the public, an examination of the challenges and struggles 
the organisation is grappling with and an identification of some of the gaps that may be inhib-
iting the NPWS from delivering effectively on its mandate.  The former Secretary General, 
Mr. Gerry Kearney, conducted the final phases of the review and brought it to completion by 
drawing all of the information together to make comprehensive and expert recommendations 
on the appropriate organisational structure for the NPWS and to provide an in-depth analysis 
of its governance, resourcing, communications and systems.  Mr. Kearney’s work also reflects 
the significant resourcing gains and organisational changes in recent years, and sets out a clear 
pathway to build on these positive developments and ensure the NPWS is fit for purpose and 
can deliver on its core mandate in the coming years and decades�

In summary, the independent review concludes that a substantial renewal and internal re-
structuring of the NPWS is required.  Fifteen specific recommendations are made, which form 
the basis for the action plan�  The review concludes that a substantial renewal and internal re-
structuring of the NPWS is now required.  I will briefly go through these 15 recommendations, 
which form the basis of the action plan�

Starting with improving the governance, the review recommends establishing the NPWS as 
an executive agency within the Government that will secure a dedicated top management team, 
distinct mission statement, priorities and resources for the NPWS, while maintaining close di-
rect reporting and accountability links to the Department, the Minister and the Government, as 
well as eliminating duplication by capitalising on efficiencies in terms of access to departmental 
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corporate service, expertise and supports�

The review recommends a restructure of the NPWS�  This is a change to the structure in 
order that its internal structure reflects the functions that it is meant to carry out, and, of course, 
those have changed over time�  The main functions of the restructured NPWS will be conserva-
tion and protection; scientific advice and research; parks and reserves; engagement, corporate 
and specialist supports; and legislation, licensing and regulation�

The review also recommends reconfiguring the top management team within the restruc-
tured NPWS and assigning that team to develop, as an urgent and immediate priority, a dedi-
cated organisational strategy statement�  In addition, the review recommends establishing per-
manent standing committees, on a cross-functional basis across the new directorates, to address 
long-standing, multifaceted, complex matters�

The review also looked at the people who are involved in the NPWS�  It recommends a 
fundamentally overhaul HR capability and practice within the NPWS�  The HR function for 
the NPWS should rest with a dedicated person�  Recruitment to NPWS specialist and industrial 
roles should be overhauled and standardised, the use of temporary contracts over long periods 
should end and advertised roles should be graded correctly in order that candidates within an 
appropriate band in terms of skill set and level of experience are encouraged to apply�  There 
also will be appropriate career structures developed for industrial staff.

The review suggests setting up an expert group, drawing on international expertise in or-
ganisations with a similar remit to the NPWS, to establish the human resourcing requirements 
of the NPWS on an international, best-practice basis�

The review advises bringing forward legislation to provide updated and stronger statutory 
underpinnings for the National Parks and Wildlife Service�

The review addresses the communications�  It is important that any organisation can clearly 
communicate with the public and with the rest of the Government�  The review recommends 
that external communications by the NPWS should be professionalised and should prioritise a 
vigorous and timely engagement with social and other media�

The review recommends putting in place a new, renewed and improved programme of en-
gagement, awareness and education by the NPWS as part of a wider strategy to present an 
authoritative, credible and compelling voice for nature in the State�

The information and communications technology, ICT, function has to be reformed�  The 
chief information officer, CIO, office in the Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage has brought forward a four-stage process and pathway to transform ICT within the 
NPWS over the next three years�

The review also looks at biodiversity and climate agencies and, because there are a number 
of these, how do they interact with the NPWS�  There are recommendations in that regard, and 
on how the NPWS should engage with other public bodies of a broader nature outside of this 
sector to help ensure that each is playing its own part and according to its remit and responsi-
bilities�

The review recommends recruiting a number of key posts in the NPWS immediately, ad-
ditional to the filling of current vacancies, where these are needed to mitigate critical risks in 
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the interests of the State�

The review recommends the grading of technical and regional posts by reference to compa-
rable posts across the Irish public service.  Following on the findings of the benchmarking of 
the staffing of the NPWS by reference to international comparators, the grading of technical and 
regional posts should be assessed by reference to similar in the Irish public service�

Lastly, the review recommends establishing a new engagement, corporate and specialist 
supports directorate�  This will create a resilient corporate spine for the NPWS, which can ef-
ficiently interface with the corporate function of the Department, thereby improving critical 
internal services in relation to HR, information technology, IT, procurement etc�, leading out on 
better engagement with external stakeholders, as well as equipping the NPWS of the future to 
cope better with departmental changes�

The NPWS has a proud history and, despite being a relatively small organisation of some 
400 people, carries a complex range of responsibilities ranging from significant policy and 
advisory functions to operational responsibilities in the national parks, conservation, enforce-
ment, licensing, biodiversity and being a statutory consultee on planning�

The organisation has been sustained through many years by a truly dedicated and expert 
team of people.  For them too, the plan will provide the momentum to build on the significant 
gains we have been able to secure for the organisation in the past two budgets, bringing its fund-
ing this year, for the first time since the financial crisis, back to pre-2008 levels.

With the implementation of the strategic action plan, the future of the NPWS now looks 
bright�  Given the times we are in, we will need the NPWS to be strong, resilient, accountable, 
fit for purpose and able to look forward.  The renewal programme in the action plan, the sig-
nificantly increased investment and the immediate recruitment to critical posts all demonstrate 
beyond doubt the Government’s strong commitment to our natural heritage, to biodiversity, and 
to the NPWS as an organisation�

4 o’clock

19/05/2022SS00100Garda Síochána (Compensation) Bill 2021 [Seanad]: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

19/05/2022SS00300Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I am glad to have the opportunity to speak to this legislation 
because it is at least 15 years since I first raised the necessity for it in the House.  Many moons 
have gone by since, as they say, but the necessity remained constant�  My concern arises from 
meeting members of An Garda Síochána over the years, many of whom had ongoing and out-
standing issues in this regard and were concerned that there seemed to be no resolution�  I thank 
in particular the current Minister for bringing forward the current legislation, resolving any 
outstanding matters and setting up structures to give protection to An Garda Síochána that any 
police force needs and expects for many reasons�

We live in an increasingly violent society and members of the police in every country are 
coming under greater pressure�  They are in danger of attack, of losing limbs and of being inca-
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pacitated in a serious way, and this needs to be compensated for�  We have waited a long time 
for the legislation to come into being but that does not remove in any way the necessity for its 
existence�

Let us consider the reason for the Bill�  The membership of An Garda Síochána have fami-
lies, responsibilities, mortgages and ongoing and preset calls on their salaries�  As they have 
no control over that, when something happens that prevents them from working or reduces the 
degree to which they can work, there is a need to recognise it�  There is also a need to put in 
place legislation to cater for this�  There is a need for the protection of those people in the pub-
lic sector whose well-being and sometimes their lives, as we have seen, have been in danger 
from their efforts in the workplace.  This legislation is therefore in response to ever-increasing 
demands�  I hope it will make a serious impact�

I have said already we live in an increasingly violent society�  Every town and city in this 
country is subject to the ravages of drugs�  To deal with that, the police force must be able to 
interact with people on a regular basis and they should not have to put their lives or limbs at risk 
when intervening�  That is the way it has been and it is the way it continues�  In order to tackle 
that aspect of crime - the drugs problem - there is a need for a clear indication on the part of 
the State that it will support the forces of law and order that carry out such work on its behalf�

For example, one can scarcely walk in any direction in the evening or at night in this city 
without being accosted by people under the influence of drugs.  It is a sad event and it should 
not happen but it does�  The members of the public who are concerned about this bring it to our 
attention on a regular basis�  We must also recognise that the members of An Garda Síochána 
who are expected to interact with people and prevent incidents are at risk as well�  The police 
force itself is at risk�  In any country where this happens, special measures have had to be taken�  
I hope that with this legislation, we ensure members of An Garda Síochána injured in any way 
during the course of carrying out their functions get recompense quickly�  It is important�  Once 
the legislation passes its provisions should come into operation quickly and do the job for which 
they are intended�

Going further, the ever-increasing problem of drugs and drug violence can be seen by every-
body�  It is committed against women by men and women�  It is committed by young and old�  It 
used to be a pleasure to walk in the streets anywhere in the capital city but now one is accosted 
by people either promoting their drugs or looking for new supplies of drugs�  That cannot con-
tinue and it must be challenged�  Our society is at risk as a result of this activity and it cannot 
be properly challenged unless we properly pay gardaí and prevent incidents where members of 
An Garda Síochána, our police force, are accosted, endangered or injured�

In another branch of the Defence Forces, there is a position I cannot and will never under-
stand.  A member injured in the course of duty may find his or her pension reconstructed in 
such a way as for the State to take back any award that the member may have received because 
of injury�  That is an appalling process but it has operated here for years in another branch of 
the Defence Forces, which I will deal with in due course again�  This is an attempt by the State 
to second-guess the Judiciary, which would have made an award ten, 15 or 20 years ago, for 
example�  The idea is that the award should not have been made at all, or otherwise why would 
the State recall it and bring it back to the system, thereby penalising the person concerned?  It 
is an absolute disgrace but I will say more about it at a different time.

There has been a delay with this legislation, which has been unacceptable�  Better late than 
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never.  I hope sincerely that it will proceed with full speed through the different Stages of the 
House and will ensure An Garda Síochána can be alert to the fact that somebody, somewhere, 
cares about this, and that the Houses of the Oireachtas cares, as should be the case�  It should 
tilt the situation in favour of those who are trying to enforce the law�

I refer again to the drugs problem, which everybody knows is getting worse because there 
is an adequate supply of drugs�  If the supply was not there, we would not see such a problem�  
There are those who say we must have methadone, and I agree with such treatment�  The pur-
pose of it, however, is to wean the potential drug addict away from drugs and reduce depen-
dency gradually�  I am afraid it does not work in all cases and we are spending money trying 
to do something that cannot be done�  It merely perpetuates the hunger for a particular drug�  
There are those who say there are some minor drugs and who believe that everybody should 
have the right to use them for personal use�  Every one of them, however, is a gateway drug�  
All the experts will eventually tell us that, when challenged�  Nevertheless, we might continue 
trying to convince ourselves that it is not true and they are good for people because they relieve 
anxiety�  They will but they will give one hell of a headache further down the road�  That is a 
fact.  Medical experts tell us unequivocally that gateway drugs have hallucinogenic effects and 
side-effects, with a person’s health in danger at a later stage.  We must take account of that ad-
vice and, as a result, we must make the work of An Garda Síochána easier�  In our legislation, 
we must indicate clearly that helping out drug barons is not part of our agenda�  We are helping 
them out if we are ensuring there is a ready supply of drugs on the street and it should not be 
that way�  There is no compelling reason for that�  Trying to countenance something like that at 
any level is wrong and would be detrimental to our society�

We must come down on one side or the other and we are either for or against it�  There are 
those who maintain we should continue as we are, half-heartedly, like Lanna Machree’s dog, 
going a bit of the way with one and a bit with the other, going nowhere in particular�  We must 
be clear about this�  In order to be fair to An Garda Síochána, we must interrupt the supply of 
drugs in a meaningful way�  In this regard, I compliment the activities of the past couple of 
months, when international police forces and governments have come together and made a fair 
attempt in a short space of time at cutting off supply and preventing growth or expansion in drug 
barons’ industry�  To those who say we will never succeed and that it is not a possibility in any 
event, this is simply not true�  It is necessary to do the work that has to be done as quickly as 
possible to ensure we prevent, as well as accost in whatever way possible, whenever possible 
and at every opportunity�

This is important legislation�  I hope it will deal adequately with the issue involved, which 
is the ongoing disquiet among members of the Garda at the delay involved in introducing the 
legislation�  This disquiet is obvious�  If something has been going on for ten, 15 or 20 years 
and it is still on the agenda but not operable there is something wrong�  We should not allow 
ourselves to be lulled into this type of situation�  The reason I believe we have been lulled into 
it is that concentration was elsewhere�  We have done everything else�  We now have to deal 
with the issues of the police force and the job it has to do in very difficult and life-threatening 
circumstances on a regular basis�  I pay tribute to those members of the force who paid the ulti-
mate price of their lives in carrying out their ordinary work�

Any family with a member in the Garda Síochána will appreciate the fact that everyone, 
whether they are parents, sons, daughters or whatever they may be, has a private life�  They 
have a rightful expectation to be properly protected and, in the event of protection not being 
enough, compensated�  I do not want to detain the House any longer than necessary other than 
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to say that I welcome the legislation�  I hope it goes through the House as quickly as possible�  I 
compliment the Minister and the Department for bringing it forward�  I hope it will be part and 
parcel of what appears to be international awareness of the necessity to tackle the various issues 
I have referred to, particularly the drugs issue�

19/05/2022TT00200Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Frankie Feighan): I thank my 
colleague, Deputy Durkan, for an interesting speech on the Bill and many other aspects of law 
and order throughout the country�  On behalf of the Minister for Justice, Deputy McEntee, I 
thank everyone for their broad support for this important Bill and for their contributions over 
recent days�  As the Minister mentioned in her opening remarks on Tuesday, the current Garda 
compensation scheme has been in operation since the 1940s�  It is important that we update the 
processes and key actors to make it more efficient and effective by utilising systems that are 
already in place for personal injuries actions more generally�

The Bill provides a new and more streamlined system for Garda compensation claims, 
which will reduce the time it takes to get from injury to initial application to award, while also 
reducing the costs of administering the scheme�  It is important to note that the Bill maintains 
the parameters of the right to compensation under the old legislation�  Deputy Jim O’Callaghan 
questioned whether the intention of the Bill is to reduce awards but I assure the Deputy this is 
not the case�  Instead, it makes a number of key process changes, with clear timeframes for each 
stage to ensure a swift resolution of claims to reduce the administrative costs of the scheme and 
not the awards�

The Bill provides more time for applicants to make an application, extending the time pe-
riod from three months for initial application to six months and this can be extended where 
necessary.  Significantly, it provides members of An Garda Síochána with quicker avenues for 
resolution of their claims in the event of an injury arising out of a malicious incident and it al-
lows for independent review at various stages of the process where the determination made is 
a refusal�  This means that applicants will no longer have to take judicial review proceedings, 
which are expensive and time consuming�

The use of the Personal Injuries Assessment Board, PIAB, for assessing the award of Garda 
compensation ensures an independent assessment for members who need to avail of the scheme 
as a result of suffering an injury arising out of a malicious incident.  The PIAB is expert at what 
it does and it will lead to greater consistency in awards as the PIAB will be guided by the per-
sonal injuries guidelines in its assessments�  This was acknowledged by a number of Deputies 
in their contributions on the Bill�

It is hoped that the Bill will allow for the majority of cases to be resolved without the need 
for court proceedings�  This will reduce the legal costs associated with these claims over time�  
The option to proceed to a lower court rather than the necessity to bring each claim before the 
High Court will mean a lower level of costs associated with some of the claims that do proceed 
to court�  We can all agree that this an important change as there are cases at present where the 
legal costs are much greater than the awards themselves�

Turning now to the debate, the Minister, Deputy McEntee, has asked me to respond to some 
of the queries raised by Deputies�  Deputy Daly questioned whether the time limit of 30 days 
for the Garda Commissioner to submit an application to the PIAB was sufficient.  As the ap-
plication form to the Commissioner will contain all the information needed for an application 
to the PIAB, it will be a simple administrative step to submit this and 30 days is sufficient in 



Dáil Éireann

546

this regard�

Some Deputies questioned whether the PIAB would create delays rather than reduce them�  
This is not the case.  As we all know, the PIAB is a very efficient outfit.  For example, the 
average time for processing claims over the five-year period between 2016 and 2020 was 7.7 
months.  This will be a significant improvement on current waiting times before the High Court.  
It is also hoped that the introduction of the new personal injuries guidelines and the requirement 
for the PIAB and the courts to have regard to them in assessing injury claims will bring greater 
consistency to award levels across the personal injury environment, which will, hopefully, in-
crease the acceptance of PIAB awards�

In relation to insurance premiums, the Government is committed to reforming the insur-
ance sector but cannot set the price of insurance�  The Minister for Finance, Deputy Donohoe, 
and the Minister of State, Deputy Fleming, have met the CEOs of the main firms to discuss 
the Government’s expectation that insurers will commence reflecting the savings arising from 
lower injury awards to consumers and businesses, in line with previous commitments from the 
industry�  These engagements were positive, with insurers indicating that consistent implemen-
tation of the guidelines should result in lower premiums�

Deputies O’Reilly and O’Donoghue noted that malicious incidents can occur due to a lack 
of resources�  I would like to point out that Government investment into An Garda Síochána has 
reached unprecedented levels, with budget 2022 providing for €2.062 billion.  The significant 
level of funding provided over recent years is enabling sustained ongoing recruitment of Garda 
members and staff.  The Government is on track to meet its commitment of 15,000 sworn mem-
bers of An Garda Síochána and 4,000 staff.  Budget 2022 includes funding for the recruitment 
of up to an additional 800 gardaí next year and the recruitment of up to an additional 400 Garda 
staff.

Deputy Ó Murchú raised the issue of insurance reform more generally�  As the Deputy is 
aware, on 1 March 2022 the Government published the second implementation report on the 
action plan for insurance reform�  The report shows that implementation of the plan is on track, 
with approximately 80% of actions now being delivered with the remaining initiated�  Principal 
actions delivered to date include the establishment of the Office to Promote Competition in the 
Insurance Market and the Insurance Fraud Coordination Office.  Legislation to strengthen the 
laws on perjury has been enacted and we have seen a milestone reform with the commencement 
of the personal injuries guidelines�

Good progress is being made under our action plan.  Central Statistics Office data shows 
that the average cost of claims for motor insurance policies is down 20%, while data from the 
Personal Injuries Assessment Board, PIAB, shows that average award levels have decreased by 
approximately 42%�  However, there is more to do and, in 2022, the focus is on remaining ac-
tions, including legislative reform in the areas of occupier’s liability, completing the reform of 
the PIAB and competition enforcement�

Deputies Howlin, Catherine Murphy and Martin Browne asked about psychological inju-
ries�  The Minister, Deputy McEntee, assures the Deputies that, yes, claims may be made for 
psychological as well as physical injuries under the Bill�  The personal injury guidelines, which 
came into effect in April 2021, provide detail on the level of awards relevant to injuries of a 
psychological nature�
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Deputy Howlin also queried whether Criminal Assets Bureau, CAB, officers may make 
claims under the Bill.  Bureau officers, as well as Chief State Solicitor’s office staff working on 
CAB matters are covered, as are reserves, trainees and former members�

Deputy Berry asked about the compensation scheme in place for prison officers and whether 
the Bill would apply to them�  I point out that this scheme has been designed and developed 
for An Garda Síochána and, while there may well be merit in extending it or having a similar 
scheme for other roles, the implications and operation of any such scheme would have to be 
thought through carefully�

As Deputy Durkan mentioned, this scheme is a long time in development and we need to 
get on with it and put it in place for gardaí and their family members as soon as possible�  The 
Minister will of course keep the operation of this scheme, and other schemes of this nature, 
under review in the future�

On the extension of the scheme to civilian members, which was raised by many Deputies, 
I understand from the Minister that this issue is being examined by her Department�  Consul-
tations have indicated that there are complexities with the extension arising from the fact that 
civilian staff of An Garda Síochána are civil servants and the interaction with the existing civil 
servant occupational schemes that already apply to them is not straightforward�  The Minister is 
trying to work through these issues and has indicated that she does not wish to delay the passage 
of the Bill�  The urgent need for reform in this area has been acknowledged by many Deputies 
so I think we can agree that this Bill should be progressed to enactment as soon as possible�

Once again, on behalf of the Minister, I thank the Deputies for their contributions on this 
Bill�

Question put and agreed to�

19/05/2022UU00300Garda Síochána (Compensation) Bill 2021 [Seanad]: Referral to Select Committee

19/05/2022UU00400Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Frankie Feighan): I move:

That the Bill be referred to the Select Committee on Justice pursuant to Standing Orders 
95(3)(a) and 181(1)�

Question put and agreed to�

19/05/2022UU00600Saincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Debate

19/05/2022UU00700Health Services Staff

19/05/2022UU00800Deputy Joan Collins: I raise the serious issue of medical scientists and their trade union, 
the Medical Laboratory Scientist Association’s 21-year campaign to implement their pay parity 
claim, which was approved by the then Minister for Health in 2001�  With no resolution in sight, 
the workers were forced to take strike action yesterday�  I wish to put it on the record that in 61 
years, the medical scientists have only ever had one other strike, which was in 1969�  They are 
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not a mad, radical group of workers dying to get out on to the streets�  This was a last resort for 
them to make their point about what has been going on�

As a brief background, the Medical Laboratory Scientist Association’s claim for parity with 
clinical biochemist colleagues dates to 2001, when an expert group report recommended pay 
parity between the grades�  The then Minister for Health, who is now the Taoiseach, Deputy Mi-
cheál Martin, signed off on that and the Department of Health accepted the findings at the time.  
The newly awarded pay parity was lost within months as a result of an inadvertent procedural 
error in the first public service benchmarking award in June 2002.  Following the job evalua-
tion process for laboratory aids in 2019, the starting salary for a laboratory aid, who requires a 
leaving certificate, became higher than the starting salary for a State registered medical scientist 
with a level 8 degree�  In January 2020, against a backdrop of a severe and growing recruitment 
and retention crisis among medical scientists, the MLSA renewed its long-standing claim for 
parity of pay and career progression with clinical biochemists and sought engagement with the 
HSE and the Department of Health�

By way of a timeline of the negotiations, a meeting with the HSE in March 2020 was post-
poned due to the Covid-19 pandemic with talks eventually beginning in August 2020�  These 
talks stalled on the commencement of negotiations on the public service pay deal, Building 
Momentum, in October 2020�  In February 2021, the MLSA rejected the terms of Building Mo-
mentum, taking the view that they did not deal with the key employment issues in the sector�  
Further discussion on the career progression side of the claim commenced with the HSE and the 
Department of Health under the Workplace Relations Commission, WRC, in early 2021, but the 
employer side withdrew in April 2021, without reaching agreement�  In November 2021, with 
no progress made on the parity claim, and in the context of an even more extreme recruitment 
and retention crisis, MLSA members voted 98% in favour of industrial action in pursuit of their 
claim�

Despite rejecting Building Momentum, the union has participated fully in sectoral bargain-
ing talks on the Building Momentum public sector pay deal�  However, following meaningful 
proposals from the MLSA, no satisfactory progress has been made or currently appears pos-
sible�  Following several requests by the MLSA, the WRC conciliation on career progression 
recommenced in March 2022 but, again, the HSE and the Department of Health failed to com-
mit to an agreement on the issue�  I met a number of medical scientists in the audiovisual room 
on Tuesday after they came back from the WRC�  They were asked to go back and they did so�  
Again, no agreement was put forward by the Department of Health or HSE�

I am disappointed that the Minister is not present and I know the Minister of State will 
give the reply he has been supplied with, but there is a real need for the Government to get the 
finger out and actually deal with the issues these workers are facing.  It is a parity claim that 
the Department of Health has signed off on, and it should be dealt with immediately before the 
two-day strike next week�

19/05/2022UU00900Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Frankie Feighan): I thank the 
Deputy for raising this issue�  On behalf of the Minister, I acknowledge and pay tribute to the 
dedication, professionalism and commitment of all medical scientists throughout the country�  
Medical scientists play a valued and vital role within our health service�  Their drive and dedi-
cation have been key components in our management of the Covid-19 pandemic�  During the 
pandemic, they were at the front line of the response, providing a crucial role in testing and this 
has not gone unnoticed�
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I am acutely aware of the ongoing and long-standing claim for pay parity between medical 
scientists and clinical biochemists�  Health management has been engaging with the Medical 
Laboratory Scientist Association on these issues at the Workplace Relations Commission under 
the terms of the current public service agreement, Building Momentum�  As the MLSA is part of 
the Irish Congress of Trade Unions, it is bound by the terms of the agreement for the remainder 
of its lifetime�

Building Momentum includes the process of sectoral bargaining to deal with all outstand-
ing claims across the public sector�  The bargaining fund equates to 1% of basic pensionable 
pay for each bargaining unit set up under the agreement�  Under Building Momentum, sectoral 
bargaining is the sole mechanism through which the MLSA can advance its claim� The MLSA 
requested that it be facilitated with its own bargaining unit in the sectoral bargaining process in 
order to progress its claim for pay parity� As such, the MLSA has at its disposal a fund equiva-
lent to 1% of basic pay of all medical scientists.  While this fund is insufficient to fully resolve 
its long-standing claims, it can partially resolve the claim and the remainder could be addressed 
in a future public service agreement, as per the terms of Building Momentum�  As I have stated 
previously, the MLSA and health management have been engaged in talks over the last number 
of months with the aim of finding a way to advance the claim through this sectoral bargaining 
process�  Several options were explored during these talks, but to date, none has satisfactorily 
resolved the claim in full, within the terms set out under Building Momentum�

The public service agreement group, comprising union and Civil Service representatives 
and an independent chair, met on 11 May to consider the MLSA’s claim for pay parity�  It rec-
ommended that the matter be immediately referred to the Workplace Relations Commission and 
that industrial peace be maintained in the meantime�  Health management met with the MLSA 
under the auspices of the Workplace Relations Commission on 17 May but, unfortunately, no 
resolution was reached�  While the MLSA agreed to engage at the Workplace Relations Com-
mission, it did not lift its industrial action, which is a breach of Building Momentum�  It is 
disappointing that the strike went ahead yesterday, despite it being precluded under the agree-
ment.  I recognise the significant disruption caused by yesterday’s strike and the impact it has 
had on the health service�  The parties continue to engage under the auspices of the Workplace 
Relations Commission�  The Department of Health and the HSE remain open to engagement 
with the MLSA, noting that we are compelled to resolve any disputes in compliance with the 
provisions allowed for under Building Momentum�

19/05/2022VV00200Deputy Joan Collins: I was hoping for a more positive response from the Minister of State�  
Building Momentum only provides for a fund of 1%, which means that the pay increase will 
be €1�45 million for the 1,800 medical scientists�  That is 7% lower than the 8% committed to 
back in 2001 in respect of pay parity�  Surely, there must be some way that the Department can 
think outside the box to deal with a legacy pay parity claim dating back 21 years�  It is hugely 
unfair to force these workers to remain under the restrictions of the Building Momentum agree-
ment�  They have gone out of their way�  Under the Croke Park Agreement, they saved the State 
€10 million.  They have been working flat out.  They are working well beyond their contracted 
38-hour week and are filling vacancies at weekends.  On the issue of the retention of medical 
scientists in labs, they are losing workers every day and are being forced to fill gaps.  For patient 
safety in the long run, and as part of public health policy, the Government should be thinking 
outside the box�  The only Department that does not seem to have attended these talks is the De-
partment of Public Expenditure and Reform�  The latter controls the purse strings of the Depart-
ment of Health�  If the Government is serious, it should think outside the box and immediately 
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implement the 8% pay parity�  The Minister of State that he is disappointed that the MLSA has 
initiated strike action.  If he waiting 20 years for a pay increase that had been signed off, would 
he not think that he had the right to take strike action to make his point?

19/05/2022VV00300Deputy Frankie Feighan: I thank the Deputy for raising this important issue�  It was disap-
pointing that the MLSA initiated strike action and that its vital role and presence in clinical set-
tings across the country was suspended yesterday, causing disruption across the health service�

19/05/2022VV00400Deputy Joan Collins: Of course it was going to cause disruption�

19/05/2022VV00500Deputy Frankie Feighan: Its decision to strike yesterday was contrary to its commitment 
under Building Momentum, which states that parties to the agreement concur that industrial 
peace will be maintained within the lifetime of the agreement�  The Department of Health is 
bound by Building Momentum, which clearly states that sectoral bargaining is the only mecha-
nism for addressing outstanding claims within the lifetime of the agreement�  I will take the 
Deputy’s views back to the Department of Health�  I assure the Deputy-----

19/05/2022VV00600Deputy Joan Collins: The Department of Health signed off on pay parity 21 years ago.

19/05/2022VV00700Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): One speaker at a time, please�

19/05/2022VV00800Deputy Frankie Feighan: -----that health management remains committed to engaging 
with the MLSA.  I reiterate again how significant its presence is across the health service.  We 
will continue to engage with the MLSA and make every effort to ensure that no further days of 
strike action take place in the coming weeks�  I want to acknowledge the dedication, profession-
alism and commitment of all medical scientists throughout the country�  I hope that the issue can 
be resolved�  I will bring the Deputy’s views back to the Department�

19/05/2022VV00900Deputy Joan Collins: Where there is a will, there is a way�

19/05/2022VV01000Citizens Information Services

19/05/2022VV01100Deputy Steven Matthews: I am trying to clear up some confusion and doubt about the 
Wicklow Town Citizens Information Centre, a very much appreciated source of information 
and assistance to local residents not just in Wicklow town, but in the area around it�  The centre 
operated very successfully up until April 2020�  There was an issue around the building that the 
centre was operating out of, and it was closed down�  I understand that there was an assumption 
or some reassurance given that another premises would be sourced for the service�  It is a vital 
service�  As the Minister of State is aware, Wicklow town is a big, thriving town with a big pop-
ulation�  These services are very much in demand�  I have engaged with the Minister for Social 
Protection and her Department on the matter�  I received a response in March which stated that 
the Citizens Information Board had informed the Minister that new premises had been located 
in Wicklow town, that planning for the change of use of those premises had been granted and 
that the Department of Social Protection and the Citizens Information Board were in discus-
sions in respect of funding required to complete the new premises and reopen the much-needed 
office.  Everybody was quite satisfied and happy with that response.

On 13 May, just two months after I received the first response, the regional manager in 
Wicklow citizens information service was informed by the Citizens Information Board that the 
Wicklow Town Citizens Information Centre will not be funded by the Department of Social 
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Protection�  It gets more complex�  I hope the Minister of State is following this�  I then raised 
the issue with the Minister for Social Protection�  I was told that the Citizens Information Board 
is independent and decides on issues of funding and what services it is going to provide�  Ac-
cording to a note from the Citizens Information Board, funding will not be provided by the 
Department of Social Protection�  I want to try to get the bottom of the matter�

There is no doubt that the service is required in Wicklow�  Many people are extremely disap-
pointed at the kind of messing around that has gone on�  There are information services operat-
ing in Arklow and Bray quite successfully�  However, the public transport links from Wicklow 
town to Arklow are not great�  There are slightly better transport links to Bray�  There are two vi-
tal services being provided at either extremity of the county�  It is in Wicklow town that we need 
an information service�  I want to know who decides to provide the budget for the information 
centre�  Is it the Citizens Information Board, which, the Minister informs me, is independent or 
is it the Department of Social Protection, which the Citizens Information Board has informed 
the information centre is not providing the funding?  I want to get to the bottom of it�  How is 
the funding decided?  Who carries out the assessment to determine that the information centre 
is required and should be funded?  I understand that is up to the Citizens Information Board, 
CIB�  I want to know how, in a two-month period, it came to that assessment and decided that 
it was not going to reopen�  Hopefully, the Minister of State is going to tell me that the money 
is there and that it will reopen�

19/05/2022WW00200Deputy Frankie Feighan: I thank Deputy Matthews for raising this matter and I also thank 
him for outlining how important the Citizens Information Board is�  I know myself when I was 
starting out in politics how very useful and necessary its advice was in my own local town�  The 
Citizens Information Board is the statutory body with responsibility for the Citizens Informa-
tion Service, CIS�  The CIB provides funding to eight CIS companies that operate a national 
network of Citizens Information Centres, CICs�

Each CIS is a limited company overseen by a board of directors and makes decisions in-
dependently on the delivery of services in their regions�  Decisions regarding the delivery of 
services in Wicklow town are therefore a matter for the board of the south Leinster CIS�  In 
March 2020, the board of south Leinster CIS made the decision to close the Wicklow CIC of-
fice as part of its Covid-19 response.  Decisions such as these are entirely a matter for the south 
Leinster CIS board�

In December 2021, I understand that south Leinster CIS made the decision to discontinue 
services in their Wicklow town office due to health and safety concerns as outlined by the 
Deputy.  The board had undertaken an internal assessment of the premises and identified that 
they were unsuitable�  I understand that the south Leinster board looked to put alternative ar-
rangements in place.  A temporary office location was identified in Wicklow town but the board 
made the decision not to use this office as it looked to procure a longer-term arrangement.  An 
office space in the centre of Wicklow town was considered.  However, the premises required 
substantial financial investment before it could be utilised.  Planning permission for the change 
of use of these premises was granted to the landlord in late 2021 and consequently the costs had 
not been factored into CIB’s 2022 budget allocation estimates process�

CIB provides funding to the various regional CIS companies and funding may be available 
for projects that are necessary for the effective delivery of service.  Any requests for such fund-
ing would be assessed in the context of CIB’s annual budget allocation and other competing 
priorities, and also within the normal efficiency and value-for-money obligations that apply to 
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public funding�

In the interim, I understand that CIB has recently asked the board of south Leinster CIS 
to consider the use of an outreach office for Wicklow town as soon as possible.  The board of 
south Leinster CIS has therefore been asked to develop a proposal which would identify a pos-
sible location for an outreach office in order to provide citizen information services directly in 
Wicklow town�  The Citizens Information Board is continuing to engage with south Leinster 
CIS with a view to progressing its use to meet local needs�

19/05/2022WW00300Deputy Steven Matthews: An outreach office is obviously better than nothing but Wicklow 
town is the county town with a growing population�  It is designated under the Regional Spatial 
and Economic Strategy as a key growth town in planning�  That is where we are planning to 
grow populations in County Wicklow, which is in Bray and in Wicklow town�  The removal of 
this service and the suggestion that the service may look for an office to provide an outreach 
service is not good enough for the residents in Wicklow town�

The Minister of State’s response does not quite get to the question I asked in that he states 
that funding and service provision is the responsibility of the board, which I accept�  We have 
communication from the board to the centre saying that funding will not be provided by the 
Department of Social Protection�  Ultimately, the funding must come from that Department 
down to the board and it then decides�  Has the funding been withheld by the Department or is 
the funding there and the south Leinster CIS board has decided to spend it elsewhere?  If that is 
the case, I will be satisfied that the senior Minister has provided the funding and I will go then 
and chase the board to see why it is not providing that service to Wicklow town, considering 
that the board was all for it in finding premises and in recognising that that service was required.

We are doing considerable work in Wicklow town.  A significant growth in population is be-
ing added to the town.  We are bringing electrified train services there.  It is the county town and 
it needs this service�  If the Minister of State can explain to me the question I have just raised 
with him, that will be fine and I will take my queries then to the Leinster board of the Citizens 
Information Service�

19/05/2022WW00400Deputy Frankie Feighan: Again, I thank the Deputy for raising this quite complex issue�  
The CIB continues to work closely with the board of south Leinster CIS to support the region 
and to ensure that the delivery of high quality services to citizens remains a priority�

I can confirm that south Leinster CIS is continuing to provide citizens information services 
to the citizens of Wicklow through the CIC offices located in Arklow and Bray.  However, as 
the Deputy has rightly pointed out, there are difficulties in respect of transport services.  Ser-
vices have continued to be offered throughout the pandemic and will continue to be available 
through a combination of offices in Arklow and Bray for drop-in appointments and phone-based 
services�  The latter have been particularly successful in ensuring south Leinster CIS continued 
to support the people of County Wicklow over what has been a very difficult delivery environ-
ment since March 2020�

The CIB will continue discussions with south Leinster CIS regarding the future delivery of 
services and the development of proposals in identifying possible premises including costings 
and an outline of potential works that might be needed to make these premises suitable for the 
delivery of services in Wicklow town�  The CIB and the regional CIS companies decide on how 
their funding budgets are allocated and these decisions are not a matter for the Minister for 
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Social Protection�

However, the Deputy has rightly outlined that Wicklow is the county town and that it is a 
service that was there�  These discussions should continue and I will bring his proposals back to 
the senior Minister�  I understand that she has given an allocation of funding and this is an issue, 
therefore, that has really to do with the Citizens Information Board�  The Deputy has made a 
very strong case that this service would be located back in Wicklow town and I will bring that 
case back to the Minister�

19/05/2022WW00500School Accommodation

19/05/2022WW00600Deputy Dessie Ellis: I dtús báire ba mhaith liom a rá leis an Aire go bhfuil an méid dul cinn 
atá déanta ag Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin i bhFionnghlas dochreidte ó bunaíodh í i Meán Fómhair 
2005�  Tá Gaeilge beo agus ag fás inti agus an-éileamh uirthi freisin�  Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin on 
Bóthar Ghlas Naíon Road, Finglas East, is a co-educational all-Irish school registered under An 
Foras Pátrúnachta i gcomhair na scoileanna lánGhaeilge�

It is a primary school for pupils aged four to 12 years�  It opened on 1 September 2005 using 
two changing rooms at the back of the West Finglas Tenants Residents Association, WFTRA 
Hall in Finglas west�  In 2008 the school moved to the former De La Salle school building in 
Finglas east� 

The aim of Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin is to support learning and development by providing the 
highest standards of education through the medium of Irish�  As a Gaelscoil, Gaeilge has a 
central place in the life of the school�  Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin is recognised as a school in a disad-
vantaged area of Dublin and has DEIS band 1 status�

The school has faced major challenges from the day it moved into its present building 
because of its condition�  The windows were either yellowed Perspex or else they were board-
ed up�  Mould, which is especially detrimental to the health of young children, was evident 
throughout the building�

The school received €20,000 in 2009 to rid the classrooms, corridors and toilets of mould�  
In 2010 the school received a grant to upgrade the heating system through a summer works 
scheme�  However, it was refused an application for a grant to upgrade the windows�

There is evidence of woodworm in the school hall and in the attic�  The yard surface is un-
even and the tarmac is old and is a cause of concern as it is where young children play during 
break times�  Children need proper facilities where they can exercise and play�

The classrooms do not have toilets in or even near them and this is very inconvenient for 
both teachers and the young children�  A trip to the toilet for a young child has become more 
complicated than should be necessary and does result in the loss of teaching time�  The two-
storey building has no lift, which makes it difficult for the school to accommodate children or 
anybody else who uses a wheelchair�  It also means that all furniture, equipment, boxes for hot 
lunches etc� have to be carried up the stairs, which raises health and safety concerns�  The De-
partment of Education eventually bought the building in 2019, having paid more than €1 mil-
lion in rent for 11 years�  The school has received some grants for building improvements over 
the years, but this has been done in a very piecemeal fashion and is akin to putting a sticking 
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plaster over a broken leg�

Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin is one of Finglas’s success stories�  It is well integrated into the com-
munity, providing employment, cultural outreach and awareness of the Irish language�  It has 
been to the fore in assisting the families of pupils and the community during the pandemic by 
providing food parcels and other supports for parents and disadvantaged members of the com-
munity.  The school needs a proper investment for its 300-plus pupils and 30 staff.  Despite 
visits by departmental officials in 2019 and 2020, management is none the wiser as to the long 
term future of the school�  It has been on a waiting list for works since at least 2010 and, accord-
ing to the most current information, it is still at pre-stage 1�  Huge sums of money are spent each 
year heating the school�  Having run out of room, two prefabricated buildings were installed in 
2019�  A third will have to be installed to accommodate an autism spectrum disorder, ASD, unit, 
for which the school is in the process of making an application�

In ainneoin gach rud, tá an scoil ag déanamh jab an-mhaith ar fad agus táim an-bhródúil as 
an méid atá déanta acu�

19/05/2022XX00200Minister for Education (Deputy Norma Foley): Gabhaim buíochas leis an Teachta as an 
gceist agus as an deis chun freagra a thabhairt dó ó thaobh na scoile seo�  I thank the Deputy for 
raising this matter as it provides me with the opportunity to outline to the Dáil the current posi-
tion in regard to the major building project for Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin in Finglas East, Dublin 11�  
The project is included in my Department’s construction programme, which is being delivered 
under the national development plan, NDP, as part of the Project Ireland 2040 framework�  Un-
der Project Ireland 2040, the education sector will receive a total of approximately €4�4 billion 
in capital investment over the period from 2021 to 2025.  This significant investment allows 
us to move forward with certainty with our ambitious plans to deliver high-quality building 
projects, with a real and particular focus on sustainability, for school communities throughout 
Ireland�  The investment will build on the good progress being made on adding capacity to cater 
for demographic changes and provision for children with special educational needs�  It will also 
facilitate an increased focus on the modernisation of existing school stock and help to transition 
the school system to an era of net-zero carbon by 2050�

As the Deputy will be aware, the brief for the Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin project provides for 
the development of a 16-classroom school, with an additional two classrooms for pupils with 
special educational needs, including the refurbishment of the existing school buildings, minor 
demolitions, construction of a new school extension and all associated works on the school’s 
existing site at Glasanaon Road�  The major building project for Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin will be 
delivered under the Department’s accelerated delivery of architectural planning and tender-
ing, ADAPT, programme�  Under the programme, a professional external project manager co-
ordinates and drives the design team to achieve the best possible timeframe for the delivery of 
projects through the stages of architectural planning, tender and on to construction�

The tender process to appoint a project manager has just been completed.  The first step to 
be undertaken by the project manager will be the tender competitions for the appointment of 
design teams for a number of school building projects�  This will include the appointment of 
the design team to progress the project for Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin�  The Department will shortly 
advise the school authorities of further developments in regard to these appointments�  Upon 
appointment, the design team will proceed to stage 1 of architectural planning, that is, prelimi-
nary design, whereby the team will assess the site and current school buildings and prepare their 
initial sketch schemes�  The scope and extent of works to be carried out will be established dur-
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ing this early stage�  My Department is currently engaging with the school’s patron to explore 
the potential for providing interim accommodation on the school site to facilitate the establish-
ment of a special class for the 2022-23 academic year�

I appreciate all the points the Deputy has made, which are to his credit�  I want to be clear 
that this project is now moving in a positive direction in terms of the appointment of a project 
manager and the other steps that will follow in suit�

19/05/2022XX00300Deputy Dessie Ellis: Táim an-bhuíoch den Aire as an bhfreagra sin, ach tá rud éigin ann 
nach bhfuil soiléir domsa�  Luaigh sí go bhféadfadh sé a bheith cúig bliana sula gcuirfear tús leis 
an obair sin�  The appointment of a project manager is a great move forward but I am worried 
about the timescale for organising the design team and moving on from there�  I would not like 
to see this drag on�  I was involved in the founding of Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin in the WFTRA Hall, 
along with Seán Óg, who was involved in Gaelscoil Naomh Foinnbarra�  At the time, there was 
no Irish language school in Finglas, despite its large population�  It was an absolute shambles 
and a shame�  Since then, however, Gaelscoil Uí Earcáin has gone from strength to strength and 
there is a huge demand for places�  As I said, there are prefabricated buildings in place and we 
are seeking an ASD unit, but these are interim measures�  We want to see the proper buildings 
being constructed�  I hope the project will be prioritised, as the Minister said, and will move 
quickly�  The Gaelscoil is one of the great successes for the Irish language and for people in 
Finglas and the areas it serves�

I cannot say enough about the people who have been involved in the school�  There has been 
massive input by the local community, volunteers and others to get this project off the ground to 
where we are now�  People talk about the Gaeltacht and other areas�  Ballymun is located beside 
us in Finglas and there is lots of Irish spoken there�  Ballymun has three Gaelscoileanna and we 
have one now in Finglas�  I really hope this project moves quickly�  It will be a dream come true 
for me if it does happen�

19/05/2022XX00400Deputy Norma Foley: Tuigim cé chomh deacair is a bhí sé go dtí seo agus tá a fhios agam 
freisin go bhfuil géarghá ann an scoil a chur chun cinn go tapa�  I absolutely understand all the 
Deputy has outlined and I appreciate the enormous tribute that is richly deserved by the com-
munity, which has worked so hard to advance the school and promote it�  Indeed, credit is due 
also to the community for the manner in which it has embraced the school and ensured it has 
thrived, as the Deputy outlined�  I appreciate how important it is to everybody involved in the 
school that the project be advanced as a priority�

I thank the Deputy for his graciousness in acknowledging the positive step forward that is 
the completion of the tender process for the appointment of a project manager�  The project is 
part of the ADAPT programme, as I indicated�  The next step is the appointment of the design 
team, which will incorporate a consultant architect, civil structural engineer, building services 
engineer, quantity surveyor and others�  Once it begins, that process will take approximately 12 
weeks�  The design team will then begin stage 1 of the architectural planning, which will en-
compass the site investigation, including the condition of the existing school buildings, which 
is an important consideration, site suitability, the initial sketch scheme and all of that�  The next 
steps will be submission of a pre-stage 1 report to the Department for review and sign-off to 
develop an agreed design option, followed by the submission of a summary stage 1 report to the 
Department, based on the agreed preferred design option, for review and approval�

I am absolutely determined that this process will move as quickly as possible for all of the 
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reasons the Deputy rightly outlined�  I commend everybody involved in growing and nurturing 
this very significant school.

5 o’clock

19/05/2022YY00150School Admissions

19/05/2022YY00200Deputy James O’Connor: I thank the Minister for Education for being present in the 
Chamber and the Ceann Comhairle for selecting this Topical Issue matter�  I was extraordinarily 
honoured to welcome the Minister to the Cork East constituency�  I wish to convey my gratitude 
and thanks to her and to her officials and advisers who travelled to the constituency for a very 
successful visit�  We had an engagement with secondary school principals on issues around 
inbound children who are coming from the conflict in Ukraine and staying in Ireland.  Those 
issues are quite serious for schools and they have to deal with new challenges�  This is a matter 
of great concern to many principals throughout the country, especially in the case of Youghal 
in east Cork, a concern that was highlighted to all those from the Department who attended the 
meeting�

What has taken place in Ukraine is an extraordinarily tragic event in its history and it is ab-
solutely harrowing to hear the stories from many people who have come to my constituency of-
fice to explain the circumstances.  They have had to flee their homes.  They have left loved ones 
behind and do not know how they are in terms of whether they are being affected by conflict on 
a day-to-day basis�  It is extremely traumatic for the children involved�  I compliment the work 
done by the Department of Education and by school principals, school communities, boards of 
management and school staff in dealing with this extraordinary and unprecedented event that 
nobody expected to happen, following on from very difficult years of Covid.  The Minister has 
acknowledged this and I thank her for doing so�

In terms of the secondary school capacity in Youghal, they have been doing very good work 
there to try to host the new students who have arrived�  They are expecting approximately 70 
into one school, which is very much an outlier on a national basis�  What is interesting from 
looking around country, and in terms of the feedback we are getting from some of the research 
we have done throughout the constituency and further afield and from talking to those in educa-
tion, is that schools are very much seeking additional supports when it comes to special educa-
tional needs, SEN�

What is absolutely crucial to communicate to the Department of Education and the Minister 
is the requirement for a degree of certainty around planning for the new academic year�  Deci-
sions could be made swiftly about what additional supports will be coming down the line�  It is 
very difficult to make decisions when one is a Minister in a Department that has gone through 
extraordinary challenges with Covid-19 and now with this conflict.  These decisions take con-
siderable time, preparation and work�  I acknowledge the work that has been done�  However, 
it is important for the new academic year that decisions be made, especially in the run-up to the 
Dáil recess, to give schools a little bit of certainty around planning for the employment of staff 
in the coming year and the additional SEN supports that are required�

The documentation for children with additional and special needs who are coming to Ireland 
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from Ukraine has been highlighted to me�  Some of that documentation is not being recognised 
here when it comes to the supports that are required�  We have to be very conscious of that as 
well�

In the wider context, the Department has had to deal with a new situation extremely rapidly 
and it has been very challenging�  However, it is important to make these points and I thank the 
Minister for being in the Chamber to hear them�

When it comes to the provision of additional capacity and space, it is important that the tem-
porary units be made available�  These have been very successful in some schools where they 
have been put in�  They have gotten considerable positive feedback�  We need to see a degree of 
speed and see processes being expedited to provide the additional temporary units for the new 
academic year�

The whole situation is extraordinarily traumatic and very saddening�  Some areas of the 
country taking in larger numbers than others need a little bit of further assistance and help�  I 
look forward to the Minister’s reply�

19/05/2022YY00300Deputy Norma Foley: I thank the Deputy for raising the matter�  It gives me an opportunity 
to present the most up-to-date information to the House�  I will say to the House, as I did to 
the Deputy personally, that it was an excellent visit to east Cork�  I very much appreciated the 
opportunity to meet the schools and school communities on the ground and have very positive 
engagements�  We are very appreciative of that�  I acknowledge that many of the points raised 
with me on the day with regard to issues did not pertain to my Department�  There was an ab-
solute acknowledgement, in terms of the resources for English as an additional language, EAL, 
or additional hours required by schools to meet the demands of having additional students from 
Ukraine, having already been met by my Department�  I gave a commitment on the day that will 
continue going forward�

As Minister for Education in the Department of Education, I acknowledge that our schools 
throughout the country have done great work in welcoming Ukrainian children and young peo-
ple into their communities.  I have witnessed this excellent work first hand when I have visited 
many schools, including in the Deputy’s constituency�  The Department of Education published 
figures on Monday which show that almost 6,000 students from Ukraine have enrolled in pri-
mary and post-primary schools�  The Department has allocated additional resources as required 
for these enrolments, including teaching hours for EAL�  All schools who enrol Ukrainian stu-
dents are eligible for additional EAL support�

The Deputy will appreciate the scale of the response needed when more than 30,000 Ukrai-
nians have arrived to date�  This was why the Department moved quickly in the early phase of 
the Ukrainian crisis to establish regional education and language teams, REALTs, throughout 
the country to co-ordinate school enrolments for Ukrainian families�  They have been a key 
element of the Department’s supports for all schools, establishing relationships with each com-
munity response forum and with the Tusla education support service, TESS�  Other agencies are 
also linked into these teams, including the National Educational Psychological Service, NEPS, 
the National Council for Special Education, NCSE, and the inspectorate�

All school management bodies have nominated representatives to liaise with each REALT�  
The primary role of REALT is to build on existing regional education support structures and the 
initial focus is on assisting families in securing school places, when they are ready to engage 
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with the school system�  It is important that it is when they are ready to engage�  REALT will 
also support schools in the area to meet the needs of these children as they emerge, to advise 
and support the Department in developing new capacity where required and to co-ordinate the 
provision of education services to schools and families across their defined area.  The Deputy 
will recall that there was a very positive endorsement of the work of REALT in our engagement 
with school management�

These teams will ensure that clear, accessible information flows are in place between schools, 
local education support services and national support structures�  The Department is committed 
to providing every support possible to all those fleeing war in Ukraine and seeking protection in 
Ireland�  These teams will provide critical support in aligning current school capacity with the 
placement of Ukrainian families as much as possible�

The Department’s data show that there is generally good capacity across the country, albeit 
there may be capacity pressures to be managed in some areas�  Many resources for teaching, 
learning and inclusion of Ukrainian pupils have been published to date, including a central re-
pository of information and continuing professional development, CPD, resources for school 
leaders and teachers to support cultural and linguistic diversity, which is available on scoilnet.
ie�  A helpline for school principals is also in place�  NEPS has delivered a series of well-being 
webinars via Education Support Centres Ireland to further support schools�  It will develop 
further advice and resources as needs emerge and its psychologists are actively engaging with 
school principals to provide advice and support in this initial stage of welcoming children and 
young people�

Schools that have enrolled students from Ukraine can apply for additional English language 
support and hundreds of schools are already receiving this support�  Included among the wide 
array of resources available to schools is information on free digital tools, including apps that 
can assist with text and voice translation�  These resources are particularly useful in terms of 
making forms and documents accessible to all and for assisting with communication between 
schools and parents�  Further information is available on the website of the Professional Devel-
opment Service for Teachers�  Further information on the Department of Education’s approach 
to supporting children and young people from Ukraine is available on the Department’s website 
and is updated regularly�

19/05/2022YY00400Deputy James O’Connor: I acknowledge the contribution that has been made�  I certainly 
will go through it and feed that back to the schools with which we are engaging and are in dis-
cussions.  I appreciate the time and effort the Minister is putting in into this.  It cannot be under-
stated how much of a challenge this is for the Civil Service�  We face considerable criticism but 
this a very unique and new challenge we have to deal with�  I emphasise the need for urgent and 
rapid progress to be made on planning for the new academic year to give the schools that degree 
of certainty about what new departmental measures will be taken and to perhaps look at what 
is happening at present and try to refine and improve on it for the new academic year.  It is very 
important and will give schools certainty about what they will need to do around staffing provi-
sion and additional accommodation�  Getting those processes under way is a matter of urgency�

I am pleased to hear the Minister reference REALT�  The decisions around placement and 
enrolment of children have been brought to my attention�  Some schools tell me that it is dif-
ficult since REALT is in communication with them, but the placement of children is left up to 
schools and individual communities.  They would prefer more fine-tuned engagement in that 
area to some extent�  I would appreciate it if the Minister could take that up�
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One other matter of great importance is the provision of home school liaison, which is 
funded through DEIS�  It would be nice to see this looked at, especially in Youghal�  I know 
there has been much engagement on that topic�  I hope the Government might consider provid-
ing further funding over the next months for what was a very successful further enhancement 
of the DEIS scheme�  I commend the Minister on the work she did�  We would love to see that 
being implemented in Youghal�  That is important to me�

The issue of translation is arising�  We need to see translators recruited, hopefully per-
manently, to work directly with schools and children, and also to have counselling services 
for children who have gone through extraordinary trauma because of what has happened in 
Ukraine�  That process of moving to a new country, to surroundings they are not familiar with, 
and obviously what happened prior to their departure is all deeply concerning and has been 
raised with me�  Perhaps the Department of Education could work with other Departments to 
look at that and raise those points�  I thank the Minister for being here�

19/05/2022ZZ00200Deputy Norma Foley: I reiterate to the House the Government’s commitment to welcome 
people fleeing the war in Ukraine and seeking protection in Ireland.  That welcome is extended 
across society�  The Department’s primary concern is to ensure children and young people of 
schoolgoing age from Ukraine are provided with appropriate educational opportunities�  I ac-
knowledge, as I did at the outset, the tremendous work that our students, school leaders and 
staff are doing and continue to do in welcoming Ukrainian children and young people into our 
schools over the past three months�  I acknowledge the professionalism and care and welcome 
that they give to Ukrainian families every day.  Specifically, as I have outlined, a suite of re-
sources is being made available to schools and being drawn down by them�  I have seen that 
first-hand, whether that includes English as an additional language or additional teaching hours 
and additional teaching posts as required, depending on the numbers that arrive to our schools�  
That has been acknowledged�

We are currently seeking to roll out the English for speakers of other languages, ESOL, 
project, which is where we are putting in place additional language tutors for those who do not 
have English as a first language.  That resource will be available to post-primary students and 
adults�  A community and family approach is being taken to accessing language�  Regarding 
planning for the new school year, all the requirements that schools currently have for additional 
staffing and resources are being provided for.  The Deputy will appreciate that it is a fluid situ-
ation.  Families continue to arrive at different times and they will continue to arrive over the 
summer�  Whatever resources are required in September will also be put in place�  The Deputy 
referred to counselling and NEPS facilities�  NEPS psychologists are on the ground working 
with schools�  All resources required to ensure that children and young people are adequately, 
suitably and appropriately catered for in schools are being put in place�  That supplements the 
excellent work taking place in school communities�

I have visited many counties and there has been positive feedback on REALT�  Schools are 
not required to take students if they do not have capacity.  It is REALT’s function to find ap-
propriate accommodation in appropriate schools where there is capacity or to make alternative 
arrangements�  As I said earlier, we know that we have great capacity in some areas and less in 
others�  We are working closely with the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integra-
tion and Youth to ensure that, if at all possible, accommodation matches capacity in our schools�  
I appreciate it can be difficult to do that.
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19/05/2022ZZ00300Education (Admission to Schools) Bill 2020 Report: Motion

19/05/2022ZZ00400Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I move:

That Dáil Éireann shall take note of the Report of the Joint Committee on Education, 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science entitled “Report on the 
Detailed Scrutiny of the Education (Admission to Schools) Bill 2020”, copies of which 
were laid before Dáil Éireann on 4th March, 2022�

I doubt that I need all the time allotted�  The Minister knows this issue well�  I introduced 
this Bill in November 2020�  The Minister did not oppose the amendments to the Education 
(Admission to Schools) Act 2018 contained in it and asked that Second Stage be taken after 12 
months to facilitate her Department doing the requisite evaluation of the impact of what my 
amendment intended to do�  We had deliberations at the joint committee and witnesses appeared 
from the equality and education spheres who felt that there was no need for the amendment�  
There was one dissenting voice on the basis that the provision for providing potentially 25% of 
places to the children or grandchildren of past pupils is rarely used and, therefore, there is no 
need to omit it from the Act�  The question from me and others at the committee was: why does 
the provision exist if it is never used?

The Minister knows how strongly my party, the Joint Committee on Education, Further and 
Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science and I feel about this part of the Education 
(Admission to Schools) Act�  I cannot speak to the genesis, motivations or lobbying behind it, 
but I know that it was sought by a particular sector of the education field to facilitate certain 
schools that wanted to keep the royal bloodline succession in their schools by allowing 25% 
of places to be held over for the children or grandchildren of past pupils�  Of course it is dis-
criminatory�  A person’s parents or grandparents may not have gone to secondary school�  It 
disproportionately affects members of the Traveller community and people who are not from 
the immediate area and whose parents or grandparents went to primary or secondary school 
in another area of the country�  People who are living in County Kerry who are not originally 
from Kerry would be affected by this.  People who are not from the country would be affected.  
I was doing research on my own family and it turned out that none of my grandparents went to 
secondary school, so it would appear that I would have been at a disadvantage if this legislation 
had been in vogue when I was trying to access second level places back in the day�

There is agreement from the Minister and parties across the House that this element of the 
Education (Admission to Schools) Act is unnecessary, elitist, divisive, and is causing problems�  
It is not just being utilised by the fee-paying sector, although I suspect it really wanted it�  It is 
used across the board in the non-fee-paying sector too�  In certain areas where there is oversub-
scription and families are trying to access a school place, they find themselves at a disadvantage 
if they are not from that area, because they did not attend the school themselves�

I know the Minister believes that education is the great liberator�  It is the one thing that will 
lift people out of difficult situations and put them onto a new path.  The one thing that can bring 
people through poverty and lift them more than anything else is the beauty and availability of 
education.  I have seen through my life the effect it has had on families and individuals.  All 
barriers that are placed between an individual and access to education need to be rooted out�  
To place a barrier by allowing more access rights in any situation to somebody whose grandfa-
ther or grandmother went to a particular school does violence to the idea of a republic�  I think 
people forget what a republic actually means�  It is not the absence of a monarchy�  It means that 
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absolutely every single citizen of this State has the same rights and the same opportunities, no 
matter who their parents or their grandparents were�  This amendment of the Act does violence 
and injustice to that philosophy�  

I want to ask the Minister a number of questions�  It has been suggested to me that the 
entirety of the Act should possibly have been directed to the Data Protection Commissioner 
because it potentially comes under section 36 of the GDPR Act�  The Minister might speak to 
that again at a later point or forward me her Department’s opinion on it�  The main thing I want 
to get from today’s session is how we can move this to becoming law�  It sometimes frustrates 
Opposition Deputies and I dare say Government backbenchers when they have a piece of leg-
islation they have drafted and crafted in good faith and there is agreement around it, when it 
comes from a place of decency and equality and they really want to see it get over the line and 
become law rather than flounder through red tape or whatever.  I believe what we are trying to 
do here is ethical, right and just�  We went through the proper process, put it forward for selec-
tion in the lottery for Private Member’s Bills�  It was taken up and debated�  The Minister asked 
that it be delayed for 12 months and it was�  It is on Second Stage now�  Can the Minister, the 
Government or those who have influence over these things allow some time to be given in these 
Houses for this to become law?  If it were to happen, it would be a good reflection of what we 
can achieve together for children in the education system in this place we call a republic�  It 
should not matter who their parents or their grandparents were�

Imagine this scenario�  A Ukrainian child arrives in this country seeking refuge and then has 
difficulty accessing a second level place because the person whose father or grandfather went 
to the school has more of a right than that child has�  That would be a preposterous scenario 
but it is what we have in law�  I ask the Minister again, if we are all agreed on this, how can we 
make it happen?

19/05/2022AAA00200Minister for Education (Deputy Norma Foley): I would like to begin by acknowledging 
and thanking the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, In-
novation and Science for its detailed report on the Bill, particularly noting the committee’s em-
phasis on ensuring equity and access in the admissions policies of Irish schools�  This ambition 
is shared by the Department, which commits to creating an education system in which everyone 
has access to an excellent education that is inclusive of all, irrespective of belief system, race, 
ethnicity, class, culture, gender, language or ability�

As Deputies are aware, the Education (Admission to Schools) Act 2018 was signed into 
law in July 2018�  The overall objective of the Act is to provide a framework for school enrol-
ment that is designed to ensure that every child is catered for and that the way in which schools 
decide on applications for admission is transparent�  It requires all schools to set out clearly the 
admissions criteria that are used for parents and prospective parents�  

The Act provides for schools to explicitly state in the school’s admission policy that it will 
not discriminate against an applicant for admission on the grounds of disability, special educa-
tional needs, sexual orientation, family status, membership of the Traveller community, race, 
civil status, gender or religion while including provision for single-sex schools and denomina-
tional schools to reflect, in their admission policy, the exemptions applicable to such schools 
under equality legislation�  The Act also sets out certain criteria that schools cannot take into 
account when deciding on an application for admission, such as consideration of a student’s 
academic ability, skills or aptitude, consideration of a parent’s occupation, financial status, aca-
demic ability, skills or aptitude, apart from exceptions provided by the Act, as a consideration 



Dáil Éireann

562

for the offer of a school place.

In January 2020, certain sections of the Act were commenced in order to be operational 
in time for the admission processes for the 2021-2022 school year�  From February 2020 all 
recognised schools in Ireland were required to draft a new school admission policy in accor-
dance with the Act’s requirements�  These new admission policies which have been approved 
by patrons after consultation with parents of children attending the school, are now published 
on individual school websites.  These policies applied for admission to school for the first time 
last September�  As such, the operation of this Act and its provisions remains in relatively early 
stages�  Schools have worked extremely hard in developing, consulting on and drafting these 
new policies�  The Act requires that any subsequent changes to a school’s admission policy 
requires the approval process to be undertaken again before the admission policy could be pub-
lished by the school�

The Bill proposes to delete section 62(10)(b) of the Education (Admissions to Schools) Act 
2018�  The section that the Bill proposes to delete allows schools, and this is an important con-
sideration, if they so desire, to take into account a student’s connection to a school by virtue of 
a parent or grandparent having previously attended the school when deciding on an application 
for admission to that school�  This is subject to a limit of 25% on the number of available places 
that can be filled by a school using this criterion.  This was used in recognition of the ties which 
parents, grandparents and broader families may have to schools�  The use of this provision is 
subject to the discretion of the school, and it should also be noted that this criteria has no impact 
on schools where there is no oversubscription�

The Department sought information from management bodies of schools in relation to the 
use and impact of this provision in respect of school admissions for September 2021�  The re-
sponses received from schools indicated that there are a minimal number of schools nationally 
that use the full 25% provided for in the Act�  At primary level, 907 schools responded to the 
survey, and of these only 4�7% of them use this criterion�  At post-primary 537 responded with 
19% applying this provision�  However it is worthwhile to note that only 17 of these schools 
used the full 25% allowed for by the Act�

The joint education committee has made a number of recommendations in its report, which 
will be considered fully by my Department�  The committee recommends establishing an ex-
pert group to review and compile data on school admission policies�  I am supportive of this 
recommendation�  I am also very mindful that the current admission processes of schools is 
relatively new and has only taken effect for the first time for admission to the 2020-2021 school 
year.  To be effective, a longer timeframe is required for the Department and expert group, as 
recommended by the committee, to undertake a review and compilation of data to provide an 
opportunity for a greater analysis and evaluation of the measure set against a number of school 
admission cycles�  This would also avoid burdening schools with having to amend school ad-
mission policies so soon after they were implemented for the 2020-2021 school year�  I look for-
ward to engaging with the committee further on the nature of such a review as recommended�

19/05/2022AAA00300Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I thank Deputy Ó Ríordáin for his work on this�  He has dealt 
with what I am going to discuss, and a lot more eloquently than I will�  What we are talking 
about is straightforward�  It is education as the great leveller, to use Deputy Ó Ríordáin’s words�  
We are talking about ensuring that there is an equal playing field in respect of access.  I wel-
come the fact that there has been an element of analysis and it looks like there is going to be 
a further element of analysis�  As for every piece of legislation, due diligence should be done�  
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However, I think we have to get some sort of timeline and look at the possibility of actually 
introducing these provisions�

They are not going to impact on every school�  We get that even from the numbers the 
Minister has provided�  We know that�  It is not about every school�  It is the fact that there are 
schools that are able to use this restriction or obstacle, this 25%, for those with family connec-
tions�  On some level that sounds all right but in some cases it stops people who do not have a 
previous connection to an area from going to a school that they live incredibly close to�  Beyond 
that, there can be a difficulty if someone’s parents have not gone to a school.  Siblings might not 
be able to go to the same school if they do not have the connections�

There are many issues here�  If we are talking about education as a means of giving people 
the ability to break the poverty cycle, we have to realise that the main issue is much broader�  
We know it is not just about access to schools and dealing with fees and third level costs; we 
know a serious amount of intervention needs to occur at a very early stage in a child’s life�  
There must be a particular emphasis on pre-primary and primary schooling�  However, that is 
for another day�  I am blue in the face talking about early interventions that are needed, particu-
larly for communities and families, to make a real difference.

What we have is inequity in that certain people are given an advantage�  It also means cer-
tain schools have the ability to game the system to ensure they get who they want�  No school 
is going to say it will refuse someone on the basis of their being a Traveller or on the basis of 
academic ability or a disability, but a school has the ability to ensure the continuity of the old 
school-tie network or whatever term people want to use�  We need to cast that into the bin along-
side all the other inequities we lived with throughout the history of the State and before that�  It 
is very straightforward; there is something that could be and in some cases is an impediment to 
some pupils in gaining access to education�  It could entail a school in close proximity�  Long be-
fore we get into the issues in the public domain, we know insufficient modelling has been done 
on the needs that arise owing to autism and other disabilities�  A wider piece of work has not 
been done and unfortunately families are now dealing with absolutely dreadful circumstances 
in which they are not quite sure what secondary school their children will be able to attend�  We 
all know the information existed and that kids in primary school with certain requirements will 
have those requirements in secondary school�  It is not beyond us to put a system in play that can 
deal with that, no more than we need to up our game regarding workforce planning to ensure 
we provide all the necessary disability services and have enough occupational therapists and 
speech and language therapists where they are needed�

Across the board, we need significantly better modelling and planning.  That is accepting 
there will be difficulties.  We cannot just click our fingers and have perfection; however, at a 
minimum, we can introduce equality or equity – call it what you will – regarding the ability of 
people to gain access to secondary schools�  We are aware that connections have been advanta-
geous in gaining access to certain schools, both fee-paying and non-fee-paying�  On one level, 
our report reinforces the fact that certain people, and probably many in here, have had advan-
tages that many on the periphery have not had�

What is proposed is a very simple solution to introduce an element of equity to remove ob-
stacles that can be put in people’s way.  We need to find some sort of timely means of introduc-
ing it�  It is a very fair ask by Deputy Ó Ríordáin�  The Minister must show it is possible and put 
in place a timeline; we cannot just have endless analysis�  That is not to take away from the fact 
that some analysis is needed.  Beyond that, we need to fit our work into the wider body of work 
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that needs to be done regarding interventions for communities and families�  In particular, we 
must invest in disadvantaged areas and communities on the periphery of society�  We can play 
our part in ensuring that we do not reinforce, over a lifetime, the disadvantages that give people 
far less choice�  We all know there are many bad choices that can be made and that one is more 
likely to make one if one has a certain postcode�  We have to break the cycle�  We can do so only 
by ensuring that we reintroduce equity, even through small moves such as the legislation we 
are reviewing�  Beyond that, we must put in resources�  If we do not, we will pay for everything 
and they will be an abject failure societally and economically and in the criminal justice system�  
Unfortunately, it will represent the continuation of many failures�

The Minister has an opportunity to move this on�  It is the right thing to do�  The right thing 
is something we could do with doing in this place at least occasionally�  In addition to doing it, 
a wider body of work needs to be done�

19/05/2022BBB00200Minister for Education (Deputy Norma Foley): I thank both Deputies for their contribu-
tions on the committee report and the broader issues related to the admissions Act�  It sets out 
important requirements on transparency that must be adhered to in schools’ admissions policies�  
I am conscious that the Act was commenced fully only in the past academic year�

Deputy Ó Murchú referred to the need to tackle disadvantage across society.  Significant 
resources have been made available by the Department of Education to target disadvantage in 
education specifically.  The Deputy will be aware that the single biggest investment in the DEIS 
programme was recently announced by me.  Through the programme, significant resources are 
being made available to schools in areas with a significant level of disadvantage, to the tune of 
€18 million this year and rising to €32 million next year�  It is very much about giving the op-
timum opportunity and support to all students, irrespective of their socioeconomic background 
or experience�

On the admissions policy, which has been raised, I am conscious that it is new�  I am also 
conscious that all schools are required to do significant work to update their admissions poli-
cies�  This has been a considerable undertaking for them�  The policy has now operated for just 
one school cycle, namely, the 2021–22 school cycle�  Even in that short time, we have been 
given an opportunity for some learnings, but not complete learnings�  As I referred to earlier, 
even the information sought from the management bodies of schools on the use and impact of 
the provision has made for some findings.  At primary level, the survey responses came from 
907 schools and indicate that only 4�7% of those schools use or invoke the criterion in question�  
At post primary level, 537 schools responded, with 19% applying the provision� 

I am conscious that the joint committee has made a recommendation, in its report, on the 
concept of an expert group and on that group having an opportunity to compile data that would 
reflect how the policy is working, specifically in respect of where, if, when and how the 25% 
limit is being implemented�  It is clearly the view of the joint committee that there are learnings 
in this regard�  I acknowledge that the Deputies have acknowledged the importance of having 
learnings�  I propose that we take the opportunity to work on the joint committee’s recommen-
dation to have an expert group�  The Department of Education is happy to do that�  I consider 
this a significant and positive way forward because it will give us an opportunity to analyse the 
data as they become available and make an informed judgment on how the admission policies 
are operating�  There is an obligation on us to show we have taken informed decisions and have 
taken the time to inform ourselves of the operation of our schools�  I propose we work with the 
recommendation of the joint committee for an expert group, which will work with the Depart-
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ment of Education in this area�  I thank both Deputies for the time they have taken to engage in 
the important issue of schools admissions policy�

19/05/2022CCC00200Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I do not know where to start with the Minister’s response�  
I am infuriated by it.  The last paragraph, in particular, I find infuriating.  I am beginning to 
wonder why we bother�  The Minister asked for 12 months to do what she has just said she now 
needs to start�  I stood here in November 2020 asking her to take seriously that, as a matter of 
basic equality, somebody’s father, grandfather, mother or grandmother should be irrelevant 
when it comes to education�  The Minister asked to be given 12 months�  In good faith, we gave 
her 12 months�  What did she do with the 12 months?  Now, after the education committee went 
through hearing after hearing with every expert who came in saying it needed to go, she comes 
back in and tells me we need another review and more time for another period of school admis-
sion cycles�

I ask the Minister bluntly why the private school sector clicks its fingers and gets what it 
wants�  Why do representatives of that sector come to the Minister for Education or people close 
to her and say they want a new admissions Bill to make sure the royal blood line of succession 
continues in private schools because they want the school ties to remain, because that is what 
their elitism is based on?  It all comes down to money, that is, the money that they have and 
want to keep in their schools, from the same families�  That is the whole point of it�  They want 
25% of their school places kept over to that money and those families�

It should not matter a damn where your da went to school, or if he went�  It should not matter 
a damn where your grandfather went to school, or if he went�  This odious legislation contain-
ing this odious amendment states you have more rights to admission to a secondary school or 
primary school based on who your parents or grandparents are�  I gave the Minister a year to 
sort it out and she comes back in and asks for more time and more school admission cycles� 

It drives me to distraction to consider the power that the fee-paying lobby has�  There is 
nothing they will not get if they ask for it�  Proof is in this legislation�  The only ones who asked 
for it were them�  They got it and we cannot move it because we have another review�  Not one 
expert witness came into the committee and said it needed to stay�  The only argument for it to 
stay was that it was rarely used�

I am losing faith in this process because I went through the process of producing legislation 
and hoping it might be selected for debate�  I was successful�  The Minister asked me to give 
her a year and I said I would work with her on that�  Did I get a phone call from the Department 
of Education at any point in those 12 months to talk about the admissions Bill?  Of course I did 
not�  Did the Minister seek a meeting with me to talk about the Bill in those 12 months?  Of 
course she did not�  We went through the facade of the education committee, which I prioritised 
in my time�  The Minister brought in all these experts who prioritised their time to come in and 
offer their expertise on the basis for inequality which is in this Act.  Then we bring it back here 
on a Thursday evening and the Minister tells me she needs more time and more school admis-
sion cycles�

Fundamentally, we have here proof that as long as those who want to lobby effectively for 
legislation to benefit them have deep pockets, it will work.  The system will bend over back-
wards for them and when somebody identifies this as a problem, it will be reviewed to death 
until, hopefully, the likes of me lose faith�
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For all the numerous successes I acknowledge the Minister has had in her role, this type of 
response on this Thursday evening in a pretty vacant Dáil Chamber makes me lose faith�  The 
Minister has no answer as to why it should stay�  She has no defence and no argument as to why 
one child should have a better chance of accessing school because of who their family is than 
another�  It disproportionately hurts Travellers, those whose parents did not go to secondary 
school, those who do not come from the area and those who do not come from the country, yet 
it is stuck there in legislation because the private school sector wants it there and we will leave 
it there rather than use some energy to delete it�

My faith in the process is extinguished�  The time the Minister is asking for now is the time I 
assumed she was using in the year she asked from me before this was moved on Second Stage�  
What was the point?  What was the Minister doing in those 12 months?  What was going on?  
Clearly, the Department does not want to change this provision and wants it to remain�  Clearly, 
we think it is in concert and in tune with the ethics, values and vision of a republic that child A 
from family A has more rights because their father and grandfather went to school than child B, 
who has none of those advantages�  I am exasperated to read a response such as that�

I do not know what difference my contribution will make or if it will make any difference.  
The Minister’s response is an insult to me and my efforts, to the committee, to every expert who 
came into the committee and to the representatives of all the organisations who gave up time to 
attend the committee and to give presentations and analysis, every one of whom said it needed 
to go�  It is an insult to all of them for the Minister to come in here, having had a year between 
November 2020 and November 2021 in which clearly the Department did nothing, and to tell 
me and other Deputies that she needs more time�  She wants to review this amendment to death 
because she, I and Deputy Ó Murchú know that the private school sector gets what it wants 
when it clicks its fingers.  That is fundamentally what this is about.

The Minister can have her review but she has lost my goodwill�  When anybody asks me 
again about the potential for Government to work with Opposition to achieve something with 
ethics at its heart, I will have to tell them I am not sure if I have faith in it any more�  You give 
good faith, and it is not afforded to you in return.   You are reviewed and reviewed until you 
lose your good faith�  All we are trying to achieve is that every child has the same opportunity�

Question put and agreed to�

Cuireadh an Dáil ar athló ar 5�50 p�m� go dtí 2 p�m�, Dé Máirt, an 24 Bealtaine 2022�

The Dáil adjourned at 5�50 p�m� until 2 p�m� on Tuesday, 24 May 2022�


