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IRISH NATIONAL STUD: DISCUSSION WITH CHAIRMAN DESIgNATE

irish national stud: discussion with Chairman designate

Chairman: I remind members and witnesses to turn off their mobile telephones.  The pur-
pose of this morning’s meeting is an engagement with designated chairmen.  I welcome Mr. 
Matt Dempsey, chairman designate of the Irish National Stud and Mr. Joe Keeling, chairman 
designate of Horse Racing Ireland.  I thank them both for their attendance.

I wish to draw the attention of witnesses to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the 
Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence 
to the committee.  However, if they are directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular 
matter and continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of 
their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these 
proceedings is to be given and asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, 
where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against a person, persons or an entity 
by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  Members are reminded of the 
long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they should not comment on, criticise or 
make charges against a person outside the Houses or an official either by name or in such a way 
as to make him or her identifiable.

I invite Mr. Dempsey to make his presentation.  The committee is interested in hearing the 
approach he proposes to take as chairperson and his vision and priorities for the challenges fac-
ing the company.

mr. matt dempsey: Thank you, Chairman, for the invitation to address the committee fol-
lowing my nomination by the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine to the chair of the 
National Stud.

On the global scene Ireland is the third largest producer of thoroughbreds in the world, after 
the US and Australia.  Argentina is vying with us to some extent.  The thoroughbred horse sec-
tor is a remarkable story.  Over 40% of the EU output of thoroughbreds is produced in Ireland, 
and we have by any standards a remarkable record in producing many of the world’s greatest 
winners on a consistent basis.  We also have a remarkable record in attracting stallions to stand 
here.  It is a sector that demonstrably has a global capacity to compete.  Sectors with a global 
capacity to compete on a level playing field are few enough in the Irish economy.  Why else 
would it be the case that we have one of the greatest horses, Sea the Stars, owned by a Hong 
Kong business family, who spent his formative years at the Irish National Stud, won many of 
the world’s most prestigious races from an Irish training yard, and then retired to a stud in Ire-
land owned by the Aga Khan?  It is a truly international sector with a high profile and image.  
Nobody disputes the broad importance and the international credibility of the sector.

The key discussion point of today’s meeting is why there is a need for an Irish National 
Stud, our view of it and what its place is in a modern Ireland.  The committee will then have to 
decide whether I am a fit person to hold such a prestigious position.

The mission statement is simply to promote the interests of the Irish bloodstock industry by 
providing the services of high quality stallions to as wide a range of breeders as possible but the 
act of setting up the stud or at least assuming ownership of it, as the State did in 1946, is much 
more comprehensive than might be supposed.  It is worth noting that until 1943, the farm at Tul-
ly was in fact part of the British National Stud.  Ireland in 1946 was not a rich country but even 
then the government recognised that a thriving national thoroughbred stud was important and it 



JOINT COMMITTEE ON AgRICULTURE, FOOD AND THE MARINE

3

made available £60,000 sterling for the purchase of its first stallion, Royal Charger, equivalent 
to almost €2 million in today’s terms.  In 1952 it made available £250,000, an enormous sum at 
the time, for the purchase of Tulyar.

The committee will be only too well aware of the inevitable choices that must be made in 
fulfilling a necessary mandate to be profitable and commercial while reconciling that with the 
desirability and duty to take a wider national imperative into account.  The wider remit than 
pure commercialism is encapsulated in sections of the Act which give among its objectives to 
put into operation special schemes for the improvement of horse breeding and to locate high 
class stallions and if necessary to make them available at reduced prices and also to provide an 
advisory service for breeders in regard to the mating of their thoroughbred mares.  Its permitted 
role under the Act is wide, including to raise or borrow money or to receive subsidies from the 
State and even to provide living accommodation for the company’s directors, which is worth-
while as a precedent.

The stud also has a thriving tourism business from the County Kildare perspective as dis-
tinct from its international impact in trading the service of stallions.  The Japanese gardens, 
St. Fiachra’s garden and the Irish Horse Museum are nationally important tourism attractions, 
which are important for the generation of employment in Kildare.  They also tend to be a desti-
nation in Kildare rather than being visited on the way to somewhere else.  They have in excess 
of 115,000 visitors a year and have reached as many as 140,000.  The intention is that we will 
continue to build on this.

The National Stud is important in terms of the quantity and quality of the foals it produces.  
In 2011 the National Stud’s sires produced 800 flat foals, 20% of that year’s flat foal crop.  
That might surprise members.  This is an extraordinary figure and forces one to revise the view 
that the country has more than sufficient stallions and stallion farms to meet the needs.  Stand-
ing a stallion is an expensive, risky business and the numbers of stallion farms has dropped 
significantly in recent years.  While the Coolmore and Maktoum operations grab much of the 
headlines I firmly believe that it is very much in the national interest that access to stallions of 
a range of qualities is available to breeders outside a very restricted grouping of specialist stal-
lion studs.  Even from the perception of the industry by the ordinary taxpaying public a range 
of participants is highly desirable.

Ireland has a number of real advantages in producing world-leading horses that are en-
capsulated in the record of the National Stud itself.  It is no accident that recent world beaters 
spent their formative growing years growing here -  Frankel among them.  The key ingredients 
that have driven many to look seriously at the horse industry from all over the world are land, 
including the limestone base of soil - I can go into it in detail - climate, and labour in the broad-
est sense, including innate skill with horses.  With this set of national advantages, the National 
Stud was the first in the world to recognise the need for a formal educational structure in stud 
management.  Since 1970 it has fulfilled a role that has become a template others have fol-
lowed.  This course has produced many of the current leaders of the industry worldwide and is 
something I would be keen to see built on.  In this year of The gathering, approximately 1,000 
graduates from the National Stud course have been invited to come to lunch at the stud during 
the Derby weekend, which should become a focal point for them and us.

With the growing perception of the quality of the Irish thoroughbred horse, my view is that 
the stud could usefully carefully extend its brief to one specifically allowed for in the Act, that 
is, to provide specific thoroughbred breeding advice.  Obviously, that would be of most use 
to farmer families on suitable land who might see diversification into selective thoroughbred 
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breeding as a worthwhile additional enterprise.  As it is, the stud provides opportunities in part-
nership with other farms for National Stud stallions to stand around the country - there are two 
in Wexford and one in Laois.

In today’s Ireland the National Stud must be a commercial success.  It must stand on its own 
feet commercially and be in a position to have a range of stallions, with at least one representa-
tive at the very top of the quality pyramid.  We are fortunate, following Lady Chryss O’Reilly’s 
term, that we have a capable and skilled chief executive in place, a strong balance sheet, an ex-
cellent complement of stallions and a growing complement of mares.  I intend to chair a board 
that will build on this favourable inheritance.  The next key requirement is to source a top class 
stallion that will in time replace the outstandingly successful Invincible Spirit.

I thank the Chairman for the opportunity to set before the committee this unique institu-
tion that is the Irish National Stud, its associated tourist enterprises in the form of the Japanese 
gardens and its sizeable commercial farms, and its importance as an employer of skilled staff 
in both the equine and tourism sectors.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Dempsey.  To clarify, it is not our decision.  The programme for 
government provides that all chairmen  designate of State boards are invited in for a discus-
sion with the relevant committee.  The decision rests with the Minister.  Previous chairs to State 
boards were simply nominated; there was no forum in which they could engage in a public dis-
cussion.  That is the purpose of this procedure.  The discussion that will follow from here may 
or may not change the Minister’s mind, but it will not be our decision.  I call Senator Mooney.

senator  Paschal mooney: Fáilte to Mr. Matt Dempsey and Mr. Joe Keeling.  Even though 
they are both chairmen designate I congratulate them on their appointment.  Mr. Dempsey’s CV 
is impressive and a cursory glance at his background, commitment and active involvement in 
the agricultural area and agricultural science tell us that this country is blessed to have some-
body of his calibre who is prepared to take on a public position such as this one.  I wish him 
well in that regard.

I am not an expert.  I am an ordinary member of the public who looks on at the activities of 
the National Stud.  It is an awesome phenomenon that Ireland has developed over decades.  The 
background Mr. Dempsey has provided in how it all started was very informative for me and, I 
am sure, other members.

I have one or two questions but I will be brief because members with more expertise than 
me in this area may want to raise matters with the witnesses.  First, I get the impression that it 
is important we have quality standing stallions.  Mr. Dempsey referred to one or two from the 
beginning including Tulyar.  I am old enough to have Tulyar in the back of my mind.  When Tu-
lyar was purchased it must have been a major national story at the time.  Mr. Dempsey said the 
amount of money involved in 1946 was £60,000, which equates to €2 million.  I wonder what 
£125,000 in 1952 equates to now.  It cannot be anything less than €84 million or €85 million.  
That is an extraordinary amount of money for what was a time of deep economic difficulty.

In terms of Mr. Dempsey’s commitment and going forward, how does one develop a unique 
stallion because while he mentioned the figures for the foals and the standing stallions, one or 
two appear to stand out.  What is the importance of that internationally in terms of the National 
Stud, and how will Mr. Dempsey go about developing that?  Does it happen randomly or is it 
done by science?
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Second, I am very interested in the tourist dimension, which Mr. Dempsey outlined.  This 
is the year of The gathering.  The Queen visited the National Stud.  Has Mr. Dempsey found 
from talking to people or from his involvement in other areas, and living in Kildare, that there 
has been a spin-off from that?  What are the demographics in terms of the people who visit the 
National Stud and the Japanese gardens?  Are they “horsey” people or people who are part 
of a tourism package?  How does Mr. Dempsey hope to develop and increase that figure?  He 
mentioned that he hopes to do that.  I wish him continued success in what is an important role 
for this country.

deputy  martin heydon: I welcome Mr. Dempsey to the committee.  I wish him well in 
taking on what will be a challenging but important role for the racing and breeding industry, not 
to mention the tourism aspect.

As a TD for Kildare South I am very much aware of the importance of the National Stud and 
Japanese Gardens from a tourism point of view.  The figure of 115,000 visitors does not surprise 
me because it is the first port of call for any tourist visiting the county and leads to spin-off tour-
ism in that people come to the National Stud and then visit other areas.  The National Stud and 
the Japanese gardens were the initial draw, however, and they are extremely important.

In that regard, The gathering event that will happen on Derby weekend, which Mr. Dempsey 
touched on, is very exciting.  He mentioned it in terms of inviting former students of the stud 
management course to attend.  The stud management course has been run since the 1970s and is 
viewed as being prestigious throughout the world; I believe Mr. Dempsey said it draws on stu-
dents from 32 countries.  What is his view on how that may be developed in the coming years?

Ireland is a very different country now, and our breeding industry is very different from that 
which pertained in the 1940s when the National Stud was purchased.  How has that change 
impacted on the requirements of the industry now?  Does the role of the national stud need to 
develop somewhat to take cognisance of that?  I have no doubt about the importance of its place 
in the industry, but adapting to changing times and the changing needs of the smaller breeders 
was always its target.

The National Stud as a landmass is a very large piece of land.  Obviously, the focus has 
always been on the thoroughbred sector.  Is there a dimension that Mr. Dempsey sees in terms 
of diversifying into sports horses?  Such potential would be welcome.  Is there any angle in that 
respect that Mr. Dempsey believes could be advanced?

Mr. Dempsey said the stud must be financially viable.  Much concern was raised when one 
of Colm McCarthy’s reports listed it as a potential site to be sold.  Many of us made sufficient 
noise to the effect that that would not be a good idea but it is important that it trades profitably 
because it has the potential to do so.  Mr. Dempsey might indicate the current trading position 
and the way that is looking for 2013.

I take this opportunity to acknowledge the role of Mr. Dempsey’s predecessor, Lady 
O’Reilly, who did a fantastic job in giving a major personal commitment to the National Stud 
and expressed that along the way.  The chief executive officer, John Osborne, also saw it de-
velop over recent years, including the ongoing development of the facilities at the stud.  The 
Queen’s visit definitely helped to enhance the tourism aspect and raised the profile of the stud 
for Irish visitors as much as for foreign tourists.

I wish Mr. Dempsey well.  His CV makes him eminently qualified for this position.  I look 
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forward to working closely with him in his new role and wish him every success.

senator  Pat o’neill: I welcome Mr. Dempsey and wish him all the best as chairman des-
ignate of the National Stud.  Deputy Heydon asked about diversification into sports horses.  I 
would be interested to know if it is one of Mr. Dempsey’s visions that the National Stud might 
get involved in that.

Mr. Dempsey’s role is very wide, including to raise or borrow money.  Mr. Dempsey said 
there is a very healthy balance sheet.  Is there a limit to what the Irish National Stud can borrow, 
even for the purchase of a stallion?

The stud management course is very interesting.  Is it run under the Department of Agricul-
ture, Food and the Marine or the Department of Education and Skills?  How many places are 
available each year?  Is the course subsidised or must one pay fees?

We have all heard of stud farms such as Coolmore, the prices their horses can make and the 
stud fees they command.  I do not know whether the Irish National Stud goes into partnership 
with anybody.  Is there a partnership?  Would it go into partnership, perhaps to share the use of 
a stallion?

Each new board and chairman brings a different dynamic to the running of the organisation.  
Will Mr. Dempsey outline some of his priorities?  What is his vision for the stud in five or ten 
years after his chairmanship?  I hope he will be there for longer than that.  I wish him all the 
best in his position and thank him for attending.

senator  Paul Bradford: I welcome the two guests.  I am not a member of the committee 
but when I saw that both delegates were presenting their case and cause this morning, I said I 
had to come along.  As the Chairman stated, this is not an exam.  We are not giving the delegates 
marks.  Mr. Dempsey is probably safe enough regarding the job.

Knowing Mr. Dempsey’s background and his innovations in agriculture in journalism, I 
wonder what catches his eye this morning.  I was very interested when he mentioned the possi-
bility of extending his brief to provide thoroughbred breeding advice, which would be of use to 
farm families on suitable land.  Under the Act, such a dimension to the stud’s work is allowable 
but it may not have been concentrated on much in the past.  Will Mr. Dempsey expand on it?  
The core role of the Irish National Stud is being fulfilled very successfully, as outlined.  Any-
body with an interest in the broader horse-racing industry must always have the aim of trying to 
involve an increasing number of people in selling the racing and breeding industries’ attractions 
to as broad a public as possible.  We need to get new people on board.  I would like to hear Mr. 
Dempsey elaborate on his role in this regard.  His role will be very interesting and key.  I look 
forward to hearing his thoughts.

Some 115,000 visitors go to the Japanese Gardens annually.  We must admit that figure 
is impressive.  However, one should consider that thousands of people visit Kildare Village 
every weekend to spend good money there.  Over the course of 12 months, therefore, millions 
of people pass by the stud.  While 115,000 is very impressive, it is a figure that Mr. Dempsey 
could almost hope to double during his term in office.  Some 12 months or two years ago, there 
were interesting television advertisements for the Irish National Stud.  I have not seen them; 
perhaps I am watching the wrong channels.  Will Mr. Dempsey talk about this?  We should not 
be satisfied with the figure of 115,000 as we could increase it very significantly given the road 
network and the geographical position of the stud.
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I wish Mr. Dempsey well and I look forward to what he will bring to the table.  His appoint-
ment is very exciting for the Irish National Stud.

deputy  michael mcnamara: Mr. Dempsey will be more aware than most of the issue 
of climate change.  The carbon footprint poses a particular challenge for Irish farming.  There 
is potential for considerable benefits because of the advantages Ireland enjoys with regard to 
carbon efficiency.  I suspect, but do not know, that the same is true for the horse training and 
breeding industry.  Is there something that the Irish National Stud could do to make the industry 
slightly more carbon efficient and highlight the fact that Ireland is a particularly carbon-efficient 
place for breeding and training, as it is for the broader agriculture industry?

senator  michael Comiskey: I welcome Mr. Dempsey and thank him for his presentation.  
I have known him for many years since my time with the IFA and the Irish Farmers’ Journal.  
Some years ago, we were delighted to have Mr. Dempsey open the Manorhamilton show.

senator  Paul Bradford: All politics is local.

senator  michael Comiskey: We would not have too many thoroughbreds in a county such 
as Leitrim.  However, we do breed and have bred quite a number of Irish Draught horses.  A 
neighbour of mine bred the all-Ireland draught horse champion last year.

My colleague touched on the issue of limestone land.  Will Mr. Dempsey explain the posi-
tion on this?  In the west, there is a significant amount of limestone land.  It is probably good for 
the horses.  How many mares and stallions are in the Irish National Stud?  I wish Mr. Dempsey 
well.

mr. matt dempsey: I thank the Senators and Deputies for their good wishes, which are 
very much appreciated.  While I was aware of the legal position, I would have been very disap-
pointed if the committee had unanimously recommended to the Minister that he reconsider my 
appointment.  That was all I meant by my remarks.

With regard to Senator Mooney’s point, there are two aspects to the development of a stal-
lion.  The book fee of our current stallion, Invincible Spirit, is €60,000.  Presuming that he serves 
120 mares, that gives an earning capacity of over €7 million per year.  From the pure arithmetic, 
one realises the considerable impact that one successful stallion can have on an operation of a 
very significant size.  This holds true right across the stallion business in the country.

The amount of money that accrues from a successful stallion can be very significant.  On 
the other hand, the losses from a misplaced investment can also be very large.  It is quite a risky 
business.  Happily, the record of the Irish National Stud in sourcing good stallions of various 
categories and grades has been very successful.  In that context Invincible Spirit has been a real 
find.

How does a stud develop?  One is dependent on the skill of the manager and his team, 
coupled with the advice of some of the specialists on the board.  Part of the manager’s job is to 
be aware of what is happening worldwide, how various two year olds and three year olds are 
performing, what animals are likely to be for sale, and how well disposed existing owners are 
to seeing a stallion stand at the Irish National Stud, or have the stud as a customer.  It is quite 
a restricted world at that end of the stallion spectrum.  One is competing with world players 
in the same market.  A combination of expertise and goodwill is required and one must be in 
the right place at the right time and meet the right people.  The chief executive manager of the 
Irish National Stud, Mr. John Osborne, has a pivotal role in the success of the operation.  Part 
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of the board’s role involves some of the more specialist members providing Mr. Osborne with 
a sounding board for his views and opinions and assisting with whatever introductions are re-
quired and the knowledge available worldwide.  It is also a question of what mares one gets, 
how successful the stallion is in the first few years, and how it develops from there.

Consider the spin-off effect in the Japanese Gardens and the 120,000 visitors, which fig-
ure was raised by a number of members.  The gardens are obviously a very significant tourist 
attraction.  The bulk of the visitors are domestic.  There is widespread interest in gardening 
internationally, however, and most Japanese tourists who come to Ireland make it their busi-
ness to see the Japanese gardens.  There is a very extensive collection of international plants in 
the gardens, so keen botanists come regularly, as do families for a day out.  The intention is to 
build on that.  I take the Senator’s point on advertising in recent years and whether it should be 
augmented.  Obviously, this will be examined and we will be discussing it.  The Queen’s visit 
had a major spin-off with much interest expressed in the stud.  The horse facilities at the stud are 
available to public viewing so empathy can be created between the ordinary taxpaying public 
and one of the State’s institutions.

It is hoped a profit of €500,000 will be made in 2013.  Last year, the stud under Lady 
O’Reilly and John Osborne did a bit better than break even.  This year is looking more promis-
ing and the minimum expectation is that a profit of €500,000 will be earned.  Regarding the 
question on syndication and sharing of stallions, this is an active part of the stallion business.  It 
is highly desirable that a number of rights in good stallions would be held by individual breed-
ers from across the spectrum that would be purchased by the stud.  This is part of the normal 
thoroughbred life and the National Stud is an integral part of that on a strictly commercial basis 
with breeders who wish to participate.  The sums involved in purchasing a high-class stallion 
can be very significant.  The National Stud has no great desire to be looking for funding from 
the Exchequer.  A borrowing limit of €30 million has been set by the government but it is 
hardly used at this stage as the debt level is very low.  There is a legal capacity to buy but we 
want that to be matched by a commercial reality.

I must admit the question on sports horses is an interesting one.  Professor Patrick Wall has 
been designated the chairman of Horse Sport Ireland.  These are really two different businesses.  
Certainly before committing that that would be my policy, I would prefer to get a feeling from 
the board and from John Osborne.  I would be surprised if I could detect an overwhelming en-
thusiasm to get involved in the sports horse sector when there is so much ground to be covered 
on the thoroughbred side.

The best land for horse breeding is a combination of the brown earths and the grey-brown 
podzolics.  While I loved my time opening Manorhamilton show, the amount of those particular 
soil series in Leitrim is pretty limited.  The depth of soil across most of the limestone plains 
of the west, except for odd pockets, is not in my view conducive to training the highest grade 
three year olds with the potential to be classic winners.  A neighbour of the stud near Kilcullen 
recently invited us to lunch.  Within four miles of that estate, the classic winners Sea The Stars, 
Frankel and Camelot had spent some time in their formative years on this land.  There is a clear 
association between definite soil series and land type.  This is what has attracted international 
investors to parts of Cork, Kildare, Kilkenny and isolated pockets elsewhere.  I say that without 
denigrating any other part of the country.

senator  Pat o’neill: Does the National Stud offer stallion discounts to certain breeders or 
is there a set fee?
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mr. matt dempsey: There is normally a set fee but there would be some degree of negotia-
tion at the same time.  If a particular promising mare is booked in and there are two stallions 
vying for her attention, then if the mare is quite exceptional it would make a lot of sense to give 
a reduced fee to produce the best possible stock.

Up 20 student places a year are offered and are keenly fought for at the stud.  There are no 
fees but the students work on the stud performing many duties.  It is heavily oversubscribed 
every year.  The National Stud course which was started over 40 years ago has been used as the 
model for the Darley Flying Start programme in which the Maktoum family is deeply involved.

senator  Paul Bradford: On the stallion purchase policy, racing is cyclical in that one 
could have three absolute champions for several years and then there would be more modest 
stallions.  The National Stud has a flagship stallion and if it could have two or three, all the 
better.  Using a phrase from a former colleague of ours, there is a gap in the market so is there 
a market in the gap?  If there happened in a particular year to be four seriously interesting stal-
lions for purchase, does the National Stud have the capacity to buy them or is it happier to have 
the flagship stallion and wait six years before making a serious commercial purchase?

mr. matt dempsey: My view is that one takes the opportunities as they come.  There is no 
doubt that at times there will be a need to ensure a high-quality standard stallion is purchased to 
be available to breeders and as a revenue earner for the National Stud.  The situation is slightly 
more comfortable when one has one or two of those high-quality stallions in place.  It is also 
important at the same time to have a range for the broader spread of mares that may not be 
suitable to go with those high-quality stallions.  At this stage the stud owns six stallions and 23 
brood mares.  The number of mares has increased over the past three years.  Talking with John 
Osborne, there is a certain degree of optimism that there would be good sales revenue coming 
from the yearlings they produce.

senator  Pat o’neill: Are all the six stallions flat racers?

mr. matt dempsey: No, four of them are flat racers and some of the national hunt ones, in 
addition to the six, are in Wexford and Laois.

senator  Paul Bradford: Are the fees all €60,000?

mr. matt dempsey: No, the fees go down to €2,500.

senator  Pat o’neill: Regarding partnerships, we know Coolmore and the Maktoums 
move their stallions around the world.  If the National Stud is in partnership with another, does 
the stallion leave the stud?

mr. matt dempsey: No, the flat racers do not.  That would be an interesting policy shift if 
it did occur.  Interestingly, Coolmore at the top end keeps its stallions based in Ireland.  I recall 
seeing Galileo in Australia as part of his rotational duties.  Once he became a world figure, he 
was based and kept at home.

senator  Pat o’neill: The mares will come to them then.

Chairman: Much fuss was made about tax designation for stallion nominations.  I am not 
asking Mr. Dempsey for a direct opinion.  Regardless of whether there are tax incentives, it 
seems players such as Coolmore and the Maktoums will locate here for all the reasons, such 
as climate, he stated.  For the smaller stallion owners, however, it would seem that there are 
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tax incentives for artists and others, but I will be totally politically incorrect here and state that 
there should have been one if one wanted to nurture the sector - this goes across all owners of 
stallions, not only thoroughbreds.  I say this as much for the sport horse sector, where we have 
lost significant ground in the area of show-jumping compared to where we were, and yet we still 
do quite well in eventing.  Mr. Dempsey may have an opinion on it.

mr. matt dempsey: It is a really interesting area.  There are various national schemes be-
ing put in place.  The complaint was made to Brussels that it was anti-competitive and therefore 
there is the corporate tax structure.  The corporate tax structure at 12.5% suits.  Major studs can 
live with that fairly easily, and it is a bit of an extra administrative chore which somebody can 
do.  However, for small breeders a corporate structure is a different kettle of fish.

I would agree entirely with the Chairman.  The sale from yearlings was always fully tax-
able.  It was simply the stallion income that was exempt.  When one looks at the existing French 
schemes and the new British schemes that are being put in place, let alone those of the Japanese 
and whatever the Chinese will do to try to get into the market, it is a pity that we did not try to 
take a more structured view as to how the industry might be best encouraged into an interna-
tional framework.

Chairman: I merely felt it was worth putting that on the record because it is a debate we 
should have at some stage.

I thank Mr. Dempsey.  I was a member of the previous Joint Committee on Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Food which had the CEO and members of the board before it.  At that time, Mr. 
Osborne had recently taken up his role and the position was anything but healthy in the National 
Stud.  I recall being down there a couple of years ago, possibly, to visit the Japanese gardens 
because I had some tourists with me, and I noted the fascination with the horses, especially 
among younger children who are not from a farming background.

It is vitally important that the stud is maintained in national ownership.  In some ways, it is 
similar to Teagasc in research development.  As Mr. Dempsey stated, it is a product with which 
we can compete globally and we do not have too many of them.  It is important that we have a 
nurturing ground for the sector.  Horses are something at which the Irish, like the North Ameri-
can Indians, are very good.  We seem to have a natural affinity with them.

I wish Mr. Dempsey well.  He is welcome to stay with us if he wishes because we will go 
through the formalities to the end of the meeting that this procedure has taken place.

mr. matt dempsey: I wish to place on record the remarkable job that my predecessor has 
done during quite a difficult time for the National Stud.  The installation of Mr. Osborne has 
all been handled smoothly and Lady Chryss O’Reilly has been extremely helpful to me as I 
prepare.  I thank the Chairman and his colleagues for the opportunity to address the committee.

horse racing ireland: discussion with Chairman designate

Chairman: I invite Mr. Joe Keeling, chairman designate of Horse Racing Ireland, to make 
his presentation.  I thank him for his attendance.

mr. Joe Keeling: I grew up on a fruit farm in the 1940s and 1950s.  I went to Belvedere 
College.  Mr. Dempsey just reminded me that in 1954 I went on a school trip to the National 
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Stud where the excitement of seeing Tulyar was fantastic - everyone was so proud.  I had not 
thought of it for years until Mr. Dempsey mentioned it.  After Belvedere College, I went to the 
College of Commerce, Rathmines, for two years and then I joined the family company in 1963.

Keelings is a multinational company focused on growing, sourcing, shipping, marketing 
and distributing fresh produce from sources around the world for Irish, United Kingdom and 
European consumers.  Keelings started producing fruits and salads in the 1930s, supplying its 
produce to the local Dublin markets.  The 1970s saw the growth of supermarket retailing and 
importation of fresh produce from around the world.  The company, as it operates today, was 
founded in 1973 to meet this change in demand.

Keelings is proud of its growing expertise and to this day is still an accomplished commer-
cial grower.  Our products include fresh fruit, salads, vegetables, flowers and logistical services.  
We are experts in our business with over 60 years experience in the fresh produce sector.

I have led the development of Keelings, from a fresh produce grower in the 1970s through 
to today’s business which employs 1,600 people in Ireland, England and Holland.  On 1 March, 
I will stand down as CEO of Keelings.

I started attending the races at the Fairyhouse Easter meeting 60 years ago.  I was a director 
at Fairyhouse in the 1990s and also a committee member for the past three years.  Keelings has 
sponsored the Keelings Strawberry Hurdle on Easter Monday for the past five years.

My first racehorse was Irish Firs, which was bred by my father-in-law and owned by my 
wife, and was trained by Mr. Willie Byrne who trained at the Phoenix Park.  He won his first 
race in October 1982 and went on to win at a Cheltenham April meeting.  Mr. Mick O’Toole 
trained Irish Firs and 20 winners in total for me.  Fourth of July was the best of these.  Other 
successful horses include Alone He Stands on the flat and Blueberry Boy over jumps.  They 
both won six races and were trained by Mr. John Hayden and Mr. Paul Stafford, respectively.  
Blueberry Boy won a grade 2 at Punchestown.  Mr. Dermot Weld trained Teach Nua to win two 
races for me at galway and Elusive in Paris, trained by Mr. Michael grassick, won three races 
on the flat in 2011-2012.  I am a small breeder and have bred ten winners between Ireland and 
England.

I refer to the economic importance of the racing and breeding sector to the country.  The 
horse racing and breeding sectors are of significant importance to the rural economy in Ireland.  
Irish horses, trainers and their riders have consistently won races at the highest international 
level and act as positive ambassadors for the country as the following points will illustrate.  The 
sector employs approximately 16,000, almost all in rural areas.  On average, three horses equals 
one job.  Studies have shown the value of the sector to the economy at approximately €1 billion 
per annum.  Ireland is the fourth largest producer of thoroughbreds in the world.  Ireland pro-
duces over 40% of thoroughbreds born in the EU.  Irish horses are exported to race and breed 
to over 35 countries worldwide.  Our major racing festivals are significant contributors to their 
local economies.  Both galway and Punchestown have done studies to show that the value of 
their festivals is approximately €60 million and €80 million, respectively, to their local econo-
mies.  The industry is a significant source of foreign investment into Ireland by international 
owners and breeders - high net-worth individuals.  Horse racing accounts for approximately 
80,000 tourist visits to the country each year.

Horse racing and breeding is exactly the sort of industry to help Ireland recover.  It is labour 
intensive, based in rural areas throughout the country, environmentally friendly and export 
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driven, and creates a positive international image for the country.

During my time as chairman, I would see the following areas as key priorities to develop 
and secure the thoroughbred and breeding sector in Ireland.  We must achieve a long-term se-
cure funding base arising from changes in the betting tax.  We need to increase prize money to 
ensure that owners have an incentive to keep horses in training in Ireland.  We must reduce the 
costs of the sector, in particular from streamlining the activities of HRI and the Turf Club.  We 
must focus on racecourse development.  Many of Ireland’s racecourse facilities are old and not 
on a par with facilities available at other major sporting venues in Ireland or other racecourses 
in the UK.

I am very grateful for the opportunity to meet the committee today and I pay tribute to the 
outgoing chairman, Denis Brosnan, who retires after a remarkable 22 years as chairman of HRI 
and its predecessor organisations.  I pay tribute to HRI’s chief executive, Brian Kavanagh.  It is 
a very well-run business and I was very happy when the opportunity arose for me to consider 
the position.  The passion of all the people in HRI has made a great impression on me and I look 
forward to being chairman for the next few years.

deputy  martin heydon: I welcome Mr. Keeling and wish him well in his new role, which 
is of vital importance to the overall industry.  We are all very supportive of him and are here 
to help in every way we can because we all want to see our position as world leaders in the 
breeding sector and our fantastic worldwide reputation as great horse people and a country that 
excels in that sector maintained.  I worked in Punchestown racecourse for four years and know 
all too well the importance of and the impact that racing, both national hunt and flat, has on 
the local economy.  We always got the half day from school for the Punchestown festival.  It is 
something that everyone in Kildare is raised with and aware of.  Come the summertime, the flat 
season kicks in at The Curragh.

I have a slight concern about the numbers attending races.  What are Mr. Keeling’s views on 
that?  Obviously, there are economic circumstances in the country that are beyond the control 
of HRI but how can we ensure we increase the number of people attending races?  I completely 
agree with his point that we need to achieve a long-term, secure funding base arising from the 
change in the betting tax regime, but it is also key that people attend races for the industry to 
flourish.  It is up to us here to implement the change in the betting tax regime sooner rather than 
later and secure that funding in some way to ensure the industry can grow and make the return 
it does.  Too often, people refer to this as a sport.  This is why the move back to the Department 
of Agriculture, Food and the Marine was so important because this is an industry.  The figures 
stand up.  Between 16,000 and 17,000 people are employed in the industry, 4,000 of which are 
based in Kildare.  I am aware of how crucial this is with a value to the economy of over €1 bil-
lion.

What are Mr. Keeling’s views on the commercial nature of the industry and the HRI given 
his business background?  It is very exciting to have someone coming from Mr. Keeling’s back-
ground where he has grown a business into a multinational.  I am sure he has ideas about how 
HRI can become more commercial and build on the great work done in the past by those before 
him.  I know work is proceeding regarding the overall cost savings between the Turf Club and 
the HRI.  While we need changes in the betting regime, we also need to ensure we do things as 
efficiently as possible.  That is a two-pronged approach that Mr. Keeling must oversee.  There 
is no doubt the funding regime is important but we must be able to show that we are getting 
maximum efficiency and bang for our buck.  The Minister needs to be able to stand over that 
to deliver the State funding.  That has been the case up to now and the Minister deserves great 
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recognition for having secured horse and greyhound funding over the past couple of years in 
extremely difficult financial times.

The Indecon report set a roadmap for the future.  I am interested in hearing Mr. Keeling’s 
views on the recommendations therein or what the report showed up.  He said this industry is 
key in helping the country to recover.  I always say that we do not need to reinvent the wheel in 
getting our country back on its feet.  We need to concentrate on things we are good at.  This is an 
industry in which we have expertise and for which we have the skills, climate, soil, horses and, 
most importantly, people.  We need to ensure we protect that and do not take our position in the 
world, particularly in breeding, for granted.  Mr. Keeling mentioned high-net-worth individuals 
who invest in and keep this industry going.  Does he have any concerns that we depend on very 
few of them?  How do we ensure the new batch of high-net-worth individuals invest in Ireland 
and not somewhere else?

What are Mr. Keeling’s views on the tote and whether there is much that can be done to 
increase its outcome?  I agree with his comments about his predecessor, Denis Brosnan, and the 
role he played.  His commitment to the industry in excess of 20 years has been phenomenal and 
he is well deserving of a break.  I wish Mr. Keeling well in his role.  The committee will support 
him and will him on during what will be a very exciting and challenging time.

deputy  michael mcnamara: I will be very brief.  Along with my colleagues, I welcome 
the delegation.  Mr. Keeling mentioned that many racecourse facilities are old and not on a par 
with those elsewhere.  Does he think the number of racecourse facilities in Ireland is sustain-
able?

senator  Pat o’neill: I was going to ask that question.  I wish Mr. Keeling all the best.  I 
am very impressed with his CV.  He is coming into an industry when the economy in this coun-
try and horseracing face major challenges.  I remember going to the races at gowran Park as a 
child.  Even as a teenager, when my parents were not going, I always made sure I got a lift.  It 
is other people coming through the gates and showing an interest in racing.  We see promotions 
and extra family days at many racecourses but it is not sticking.  We are not getting younger 
people to come to races.  People will go to galway, Listowel, Punchestown or Fairyhouse be-
cause it is a bit of fun, but we are not getting people through the gates for the one-off day meet-
ings.  The majority of race meetings, even those at my own track at gowran Park, are running 
at a loss except for two or three big days they have per year.  Fees from television stations are 
keeping the tracks going.  I was watching racing in England yesterday and they were running in 
snow.  I know it was an all-weather track but it was covered in snow and they were running in 
it.  It is important for the industry because the betting industry is a major part of it.

How many staff are employed by HRI?  Does the majority of funding come from profits 
from Tote Ireland?  Do the racetracks have to pay HRI a levy?  I acknowledge the presence of 
Mr. Brian Kavanagh.  I know he has a Kilkenny connection and I wish him all the best.  Trying 
to get younger people to come to races and to keep coming back is a major challenge for Mr. 
Keeling or anybody involved in HRI.  They might go for a week’s racing for fun but how do we 
get these people to go to one-off days on the country tracks?

senator  Paul Bradford: I wish to follow up on and support what Senator O’Neill said 
about attendances.  Mr. Dempsey spoke from a breeding perspective.  For the industry to thrive, 
one needs owners but also spectators and fans because without crowds, one does not have ex-
citement.  It has become a profound problem.  It is not just the lack of numbers.  It also relates 
to the profile of racing fans.  As Senator O’Neill said, we do not, regrettably, see younger people 
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going racing.  While we are diverting slightly, the greyhound industry has been relatively suc-
cessful.  It is a different scale and it is probably easier to be impressed by 2,000 people in Shel-
bourne Park than 2,000 people at The Curragh, but greyhound racing certainly repackaged itself 
and people who never had an interest in it will now go along for a night’s entertainment.  The 
horseracing industry needs to look seriously at why people are not switching on.  I recall being 
at an awards function a number of years ago at which a recipient spoke about what he felt was 
the exclusive language used by racing people talking about their sport.  He said that if one did 
not feel comfortable with that language or know the terminology, one did not feel part of the 
club.  Anyone can go to a greyhound race and enjoy a small bet on a randomly chosen dog, but 
people who are not big fans of horse racing sometimes feel excluded.  They do not know the 
language of the industry and feel the people at the races know all the secrets.  It is hard to break 
into that.  We must sell racing from a mental point of view to the broader public.  If we do not 
bring additional people through the gates, we will not succeed.

I raise the issue of ownership and syndicates.  During the Celtic tiger period, every pub and 
club at every crossroads had a racing syndicate.  Economic reality then set in.  We need to get 
syndicates up and running again and that probably requires a new policy on the rules on num-
bers to form a syndicate.  I have been involved in a few myself and know that the concessions 
to syndicate members are modest.  We should be a bit more generous.  We need more owners.  
We cannot depend on the flagship owners, although we desperately need them to remain in situ.  
good luck to them, but my great concern is about the people who do not go racing.  Are we fail-
ing to knock down the mental wall surrounding the industry?  When I use the word “exclusive”, 
I am not talking about wealth but about the difficulty for people who do not understand racing.  
If one does not know the difference between national hunt and flat racing or all-weather and 
turf racing, one can feel uncomfortable and decide simply to not go along.  We need a major 
marketing package.

The cost of going racing is also an issue.  Race courses have made efforts in their special 
packages and Mr. Keeling might well point out that there are certain days when there is no en-
trance fee and it still does not enhance the attractiveness of the product.  Perhaps two years ago, 
I went to the big Deauville racing festival in France in August where the admission was €2.  It 
was not for the upper stand or the lower stand, it was just €2.  That is the admission fee during 
the month of the racing festival.  On entering the track, the facilities were top class.  It was not 
a question of having massive stands, but of straightforward facilities such as enough seats and 
benches for people to sit on.  That is difficult to find at Punchestown or Galway.

Some of the answers to our problem are probably simple while others require deeper re-
sponses.  We need to get more people going racing.  It is our sport and if it was an Olympic 
event, we would win all the gold medals.  It is a pity we cannot get more young people involved.  
I am very worried at the lack of young people going racing.  It must be addressed as a primary 
project by Horse Racing Ireland.

senator  mary Ann o’Brien: I apologise for being late.  I will keep my questions for Mr. 
Joe Keeling extremely brief.  I welcome Horse Racing Ireland to the committee.  We are all ex-
cited about Mr. Keeling taking the chair and looking forward to all the innovations and changes 
he is going to introduce.  Legislation on betting is about to come before the Houses of the 
Oireachtas.  We are living in a very different time to the period during which the tax on betting 
was reduced to 1%.  I would be very interested for Horse Racing Ireland to educate us as we 
head towards debate on the legislation.  What does Mr. Keeling think the percentage should be?  
I refer in the context of the Internet to Senator Paul Bradford’s comments.  It is all very well to 
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say that people should go racing and get involved, but that all costs money.  In December when 
the Minister, Deputy Simon Coveney, was here to discuss the budget for 2013, I made a state-
ment on the race courses.  Horse Racing Ireland has spent a great deal of money on the country 
tracks and, as Senator Paul Bradford said, if the Olympics of horse racing involves breeding we 
can say we are one of if not the best.  However, what has been spent on Leopardstown and the 
Curragh and what do they look like from the perspective of England or France?  I want to hear 
what Mr. Keeling has to say on plans for world class facilities.

Most people who breed good horses go to Newmarket to sell them.  What can we do?  How 
can Mr. Keeling educate us and how can we legislate or incentivise breeders to sell their horses 
here?  We must think of the money, tourism and visits sales here would bring.  While it is better 
for me to get sterling for my horse, it is unfortunate that when a horse is sold in Newmarket in-
stead of Ireland it means we start to water down what we are good at.  People want Irish horses.

senator  Paschal mooney: I welcome Mr. Joe Keeling.  I have had to jump between meet-
ings and I ask him to forgive me for not being here for all of his presentation.  I echo the com-
ments which have been made and wish him well on an important aspect of our industry.

I want to focus on funding.  Mr. Keeling said one of his priorities will be to achieve a long-
term, secure funding base arising from changes in the betting tax regime.  Does he have any 
comment to make on the background to the taxation?  My understanding of the history is that 
originally the Fianna Fáil government when Charlie McCreevy was Minister for Finance sug-
gested a betting tax of 10% which was subsequently reduced to 1%.  When the late Brian Leni-
han attempted to increase the tax to 2%, the betting industry reacted very badly.  It seems when 
one considers the share price of some of the betting companies that someone believes they are 
a good investment.  It is somewhat churlish, notwithstanding that everybody wants to reduce 
his tax bill, to object to a modest increase to 2% when the original proposal was for 10%.  Does 
Mr. Keeling have a view on that?  I acknowledge that it is a question of fiscal policy, but Horse 
Racing Ireland is saying that one of its priorities is to secure long-term funding.

Proposals have been made in respect of online betting and some of the companies involved 
are already lobbying members of the committee.  Interestingly, the companies are in favour of 
regulation which they believe is the best way to operate.  They are relatively happy with the 
15% that has been proposed.  When I hear that an industry is relatively happy about taxation 
levels, my antennae go up.  I have started asking why we are not looking for more money since 
online betting is proving to be even more popular than on-track betting.  More and more people 
are gambling, whether that is a good or bad thing, and a lot of pressure is being put on people 
who turn on their televisions.  Increasingly, betting companies are sponsoring major sporting 
events.  They make it very easy for people to access their sites at the press of a button.  They 
say  that if a person presses their button, he or she will get €10, €20 or €30 to start them off.  We 
all know there is no such thing as free money.  The betting industry can cough up more money 
than it wants to.  Is Horse Racing Ireland mandated to make suggestions to government in that 
regard?  It may be that it is totally outside its mandate.

My understanding is that the Minister has not committed himself to ring-fencing the money 
which will flow from changes in the betting regime.  To fail to do that would not be a positive 
way to support the industry.

Chairman: Thank you Senator.  I would like to add my own question.  It is clear from Mr. 
Keeling’s background that he wants Horse Racing Ireland to operate on a commercial, business 
like footing.  Will he expand on what he means by the streamlining of activities between HRI 
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and the Turf Club?

mr. Joe Keeling: I will address taxation first.  The taxation is ridiculously low.  I remember 
a time in the 1980s when it was 20% in a bookie’s shop and 10% at the track.  It is inconceiv-
able how it got to the stage it is at now.  It all starts with taxation because that answers many 
of the other questions.  We must be properly funded.  Initially it will be 1% but we hope that 
over time that will go much further.  If we want to secure a good racing industry it must be 
ring-fenced.  One cannot make long-term decisions to invest in facilities if every year we are 
wondering what will happen in the budget.  We need a five or ten year plan on funding so that 
we can plan.  We need to invest huge money in the Curragh and Leopardstown.  We can only 
do that if the funding is secure.  We are addressing this issue and will be pushing it but it will be 
a difficult process.  That is not going to affect the betting.  We are not talking about 20% but it 
will generate a huge amount of money.

Since 2007 the attendance has gone down from 1.4 million to 1.2 million.  That is a drop 
of 15% which is not a bad achievement considering the state of the economy and that we had 
three bad summers which affected attendances.  It could be worse.  There is not enough interest 
among young people.  Most of those who go racing are over 50.  Fairyhouse and some of the 
other courses are bringing schools in.  There is a great deal of work to be done to encourage 
young people to go racing.  We will address that.

I would like to improve the experience for someone who goes racing.  I am passionate about 
the food which is very poor at many of the race courses.  The experience in galway is altogether 
different.  The minute you walk in you feel welcome.  Everybody will talk to you.  If you sit 
down for a cup of tea or something to eat the person next to you will talk although you might 
never have met that person.  Everybody shares whatever information they have.  We would like 
to expand that.  Punchestown is similar but galway is unique.

We could do a lot to make the high net owners feel more welcome in Ireland.  I have been 
meeting them.  We need to make the experience unique for them because many of these high 
net worth people can be lonely.  Whether a person keeps a horse in Ireland is down to people, 
not just the economics.  This is particularly so in the national hunt.  That depends on the skill of 
our trainers and facilities and the whole experience these people have here.  I will be putting a 
great deal of effort into that.

We have to address the problem of selling horses in Ireland by encouraging people, by what-
ever means, to feel welcome.  They need to feel that they will be well looked after and will get 
a proper price for their horse here.  We would like to get far more sold here.

Have I addressed everything?

deputy  michael mcnamara: The number of facilities?

mr. Joe Keeling: That is a very good question but often when one looks at the smaller 
tracks they are actually making money.  They do very well financially and have local teams, 
for example, Ballinrobe does a fantastic job.  Kilbeggan does a super job.  How could one take 
them out when they are profitable and local people support them?  I am not saying that some 
will not go out.  In the past we closed down Phoenix Park which was probably a tragedy be-
cause 25,000 people used to go to some of the big meetings there in the 1960s.

Chairman: Will Mr. Keeling answer my question about the streamlining?
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mr. Joe Keeling: We would like to see the Turf Club and HRI operate from one building.  
We will work towards that.  It will not be easy but it is possible.  We have to work better together 
because otherwise we cannot fund this business.  It will generate huge savings and a better 
working environment.  Most of the people in the industry are passionate about it.  They want to 
do this.  It will take time but we will get there.

senator  Pat o’neill: Leopardstown and the Curragh are our two premier racetracks.  HRI 
owns Leopardstown and the Turf Club is involved in the Curragh.  How are HRI’s negotiations 
with the Turf Club about the redevelopment of the Curragh going?

mr. Joe Keeling: We are about to set up a team to plan that, which is in process.  Denis was 
hoping to finish this before he left office.  It is slow but Brian and his team have done very good 
work.  We will need support from the Minister to get a change in legislation to make it happen.

senator  Pat o’neill: We are not leaving this room until Mr. Keeling gives us his nap for 
Cheltenham.

Chairman: I was not sure what Mr. Keeling meant about the streamlining.  This has been 
the untouched difficulty and challenge and I am delighted to hear that as chairman-designate 
he sees it as a priority.  It makes absolute sense.  I could never understand why there were two 
buildings and two roundabouts in one town operating in the same sector.

I propose that we inform the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine that we have 
concluded our discussions with Mr. Dempsey and Mr. Keeling and that we forward a copy of 
the transcript of the debate today to him for his information.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

senator  Paschal mooney: I want to ask one question about the recommendation.  Can we 
make any recommendations?  Based on Mr. Keeling’s answers I have a real thing about this 
betting tax.  Is there nothing we can do to support this move?

Chairman: Our purpose today is to conduct the hearings.  The debate carries that.  We can 
follow up on the issues raised in the debate in a later meeting.  Members’ priorities for these two 
gentlemen as they take up their respective roles will be quite clear from the transcript.  That is 
important.  We can say that the committee will be fully behind the nominations on the Minis-
ter’s behalf.  I am not sure that we can say so formally but it is quite obvious.  That is what the 
committee is here to discuss and it feeds back through to the Minister, the Department and on 
to various others.

senator  Paschal mooney: I am just saying that we should not let it go.

Chairman: No.  It is for a further discussion.  It is certainly something on which we will 
engage with the Minister.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

I thank both gentlemen for attending and for the good insight they gave in terms of their 
respective roles and their vision for the organisations they will head up.  We wish them well.  It 
is one of our flagship industries.  The footage we often see of Ireland is about traditional music, 
people dancing, horses, gaelic games, rugby and so on, but apart from the landscape this is one 
industry that sells the Irish story abroad.

The joint committee adjourned at 11.05 a.m. until 2 p.m. on Tuesday, 19 February 2013.


