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Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: Apologies have been received from Deputy Maurice Quinlivan.  I remind 
members, visitors and those in the Public Gallery to please ensure their mobile telephones are 
switched off or in flight mode for the duration of the meeting, as they interfere with broadcast-
ing equipment even when in silent mode.

In accordance with Dáil Standing Order 84A(4)(k) and Seanad Standing Order 71(3)(k), 
the Competition Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018 was referred to this committee by order of 
the Dáil on 4 October and by order of the Seanad on 9 October 2018.  The Joint Committee on 
Business Enterprise and Innovation has been asked to send a message to both Houses no later 
than 18 October stating that it has completed its consideration of the order.  Members have been 
circulated with the briefing document prepared by the Department and the Minister’s opening 
statement.  I welcome the Minister, Deputy Heather Humphreys and her officials to the meeting.

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 of-
ficial either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

I invite the Minister to make her opening statement.

Competition Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018: Motion

Chairman: The purpose of today’s meeting is to consider the following motion:

That Dáil Éireann approves the following Order:

Competition Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018, 

copies of which Order were laid before Dail Éireann on 4th October 2018.

Minister for Business, Enterprise and Innovation  (Deputy  Heather Humphreys): I 
thank the Chairman and members for inviting me to address the xommittee today.

I am here today to introduce the Competition Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018 to the 
Oireachtas Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and Innovation and to seek approval of the 
order before them.  To assist the members’ consideration of the order, I have prepared a briefing 
note which has been circulated for their information. 

Section 27(1) of the Competition Act 2002 (as amended) allows the Minister for Business, 
Enterprise and Innovation to vary monetary thresholds at which undertakings, which are gener-
ally companies, must notify the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission, CCPC, of 
a proposed merger or acquisition.

The factors that have been considered in reviewing the merger and acquisition thresholds 
include examining comparable thresholds in other relevant countries.  The lower current thresh-
old of €3 million was found to be significantly out of sync with comparable jurisdictions. 

Also of note is the general increase in property prices in recent years and the effect of the 
Irish economic recovery on the turnover of undertakings.  This has resulted in an increase in 
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undertakings subject to the notifiable thresholds. 

These matters all pointed to the requirement to revisit the appropriateness of the financial 
thresholds. 

A public consultation was conducted by my Department in 2017.  The responses to the pub-
lic consultation were strongly in favour of an increase to the financial thresholds for proposed 
merger and acquisition notifications. 

I have considered the relevant economic data regarding the current thresholds and I have 
accepted the outcome of the public consultation which concurs with the data.  The CCPC also 
supports the increase to the financial thresholds for notification of potential mergers or acquisi-
tions as set out in the order. 

I signed the order on 2 October 2018 to increase the monetary thresholds which will come 
into effect on 1 January 2019. 

The effect of the order will be that  the combined turnover of undertakings involved in a 
proposed merger or acquisition will increase from €50 million to €60 million and the turnover 
of two or more undertakings involved in a proposed merger or acquisition will increase from 
€3 million to €10 million. 

These changes should reduce the administrative and financial burden on smaller enterprises 
as they will no longer be required to notify the CCPC of proposed mergers or acquisitions and 
pay the applicable fee of €8,000 and the associated legal costs, which I understand can be of the 
order of €15,000 upwards. 

Increasing the financial thresholds will also better align the Irish regime with international 
norms. 

I ask that the committee approves the order before it today.  I thank the Chairman and mem-
bers.

Chairman: I thank the Minister.  Do members wish to address questions to the Minister on 
this order?

Senator  James Reilly: It seems very sensible.

Chairman: It seems very straightforward.  Does the Minister wish to add anything further?

Deputy  Heather Humphreys: No.  I am happy.

Senator  James Reilly: I commend the Minister on taking action.  As Deputy Kelleher has 
already pointed out, anything that reduces costs to small businesses and business generally, as 
this does, is to be welcomed.

Chairman: Absolutely.  This completes the committee’s consideration of the Competition 
Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018.  The Clerk to the Committee will convey the following mes-
sage to the Clerk of the Dáil and the Clerk of the Seanad.

I thank the Minister for Business, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy Heather Humphreys 
and her officials for attending today’s meeting of the joint committee.
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Messages to Dáil and Seanad

Chairman: In accordance with Standing Order 90, the following message will be sent to 
the Dáil:

The Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and Innovation has completed its consid-
eration of the following motion:

That Dáil Éireann approves the following Order:

Competition Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018

copies of which were laid before Dáil Éireann on 4 October 2018.

  In accordance with Standing Order 73, the following message will be sent to the Seanad:
The Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and Innovation has completed its consid-

eration of the following motion:

That Seanad Éireann approves the following Order.

Competition Act 2002 (Section 27) Order 2018.

copies of which were laid before Seanad Éireann on 9th October 2018.

Sitting suspended at 4.20 p.m. and resumed at 4.35 p.m.

Irish Membership of CERN: Discussion

Chairman: I welcome Professor Ronan McNulty from UCD; Dr. Sheila Gilheany, policy 
officer, Institute of Physics in Ireland; Mr. Ed Hendrick, CEO, Sonru; Professor Brendan Mc-
Clean, St. Luke’s Radiation Oncology Network, Rathgar; Professor Val O’Shea, Physics De-
partment, University of Glasgow; and Professor Sinead Ryan, School of Mathematics, Trinity 
College Dublin to discuss possible opportunities for scientific and economic advantage to Ire-
land by joining CERN.

By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by abso-
lute privilege in respect of their evidence to the joint 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 any person or 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 of-
ficial, either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  I remind our guests 
that the presentation, a copy of which has been circulated to members, should be no more than 
ten minutes and the presentation.  I call Professor McNulty.

Professor Ronan McNulty: I thank the committee for the opportunity to present the case 
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for the opportunity to present the case for Irish membership of CERN, the European centre for 
particle physics.  CERN was established in 1954 in a Europe fragmented by the Second World 
War.  Its objective was “science for peace”, a beacon of hope and collaboration for Europe.  
CERN’s mission is to push back the frontiers of knowledge, develop new technologies, train the 
next generation and unite people from different cultures.  All research is open and given freely 
for the betterment of humankind.  Its success is manifest, allowing it become the premier sci-
entific laboratory in the world.  Its work produced Nobel prizes in 1984, 1992 and 2013, and its 
benefits to humanity include positron emission tomography, PET, scanners in hospitals, hadron 
therapy for cancer treatment, touchscreens and the worldwide web.  Simply to be part of this 
European project is reason enough to join CERN but within this big picture several pragmatic 
and tangible benefits would accrue to Ireland.  I will list some of these and further details can be 
found in a booklet prepared in 2014 by the Institute of Physics in Ireland and circulated to the 
committee.  It is also available online.

The first benefit is education and training.  The mode age of CERN users is 27 and that 
simple fact tells us that the centre is a training academy for the scientists and engineers of the 
future.  In addition to accommodating thousands of students doing masters and PhDs, the centre 
has many formal training schemes, including apprenticeships; training partnerships with uni-
versities, technical training experience, a graduate engineering training scheme and internships 
for computer  scientists and engineers.  For undergraduates, it runs a CERN summer student 
programme, which by special provision has been attended by a few Irish students such as Dr. 
Aoibhinn Ní Shuilleabháin, science presenter on radio and television and a former Rose of 
Tralee, who is now a mathematics professor at UCD.  For teachers, CERN has a high school 
physics teacher programme and runs dedicated workshops for teachers in conjunction with de-
partments of education in member state countries.

The second benefit is inspiration and outreach.  CERN inspires students and the public.  
A survey of UK undergraduates indicates 95% had been inspired by particle physics.  In the 
UK, almost half the population followed the Higgs discovery on TV or radio.  In Ireland, the 
switching on of the Large Hadron Collider was widely covered by all news media.  During the 
Higgs boson announcement, I reported live on RTÉ’s “Morning Ireland” directly from CERN.  
I would also like to mention an inspiring story of student achievement.  On 22 July 2010, the 
first glimpse of the Z boson at a Large Hadron Collider experiment by Irish PhD. student James 
Keaveney was front-page news in The Irish Times.  Two different exhibitions from CERN have 
come to Ireland, visiting Galway in 2012 and being made possible by funding from Boston 
Scientific, and visiting Dublin in 2013.  Every year, we run particle physics masterclasses at 
Irish universities, where secondary school children are particle physicists for the day, analysing 
Large Hadron Collider data and discussing their results by video-conference with their school 
peers in other countries.

The third benefit is knowledge transfer.  Working at the frontier of what is known and is 
technologically possible inevitably leads to breakthroughs.  Being part of that leads to oppor-
tunities, patents and competitive advantages.  Let us consider Trinity College Dublin student, 
James Casey, who in 1994, courtesy of his UK passport, was a summer student at CERN work-
ing on web technology, two doors down from Tim Berners-Lee.  Today he works on cloud com-
puting and is vice president of partner integration with Seattle-based start-up CHEF.  Another 
example is given by the companies that worked with CERN to make the most powerful magnets 
in the world for the Large Hadron Collider.  This has enabled them today to become market 
leaders in making magnets for magnetic resonance imaging, MRI, machines in hospitals.  A 
further case study is provided by vacuum engineers at CERN who spun off the technology and 
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set up a company to make much more efficient solar panels.  The science at CERN is power-
ing the future with ideas but such innovation does not spontaneously happen.  It is a result of 
knowledge gained and “if you are not in, you cannot win”.

The fourth benefit relates to micro-electronics and sensors.  This is an important element 
of our economy and one very well matched to CERN.  The Tyndall Institute in Cork makes 
radiation sensors that are used in the Large Hadron Collider tunnel.  SensL in Cork, now ON 
semiconductors, makes silicon photomultipliers and has supplied CERN.  Both producing and 
exploiting detectors used at the Large Hadron Collider is an opportunity for Irish industry.  Pro-
fessor Val O’Shea is an expert in that area and one of the founders of the Medipix project that 
uses Large Hadron Collider detectors for medical imaging.

The fifth benefit relates to medical devices and public health.  It surprises some people that 
Ireland has approximately 30 particle accelerators.  They are all in hospitals and are used for 
treating cancer or producing radioactive isotopes.  Professor Brendan McClean from St. Luke’s 
Hospital can explain the close links between particle physics and health.  Last year, in collabo-
ration with the University of Kansas, we placed some of the Large Hadron Collider detectors in 
a medical linear accelerator beam at St.Luke’s Hospital.  There is also an important emergent 
technology called hadron therapy for treating cancer, which is being developed at CERN and is 
essentially a small version of the Large Hadron Collider.  New forms of cancer diagnosis and 
treatment are vital as there is a one in three chance of developing cancer at some point in our 
lives.  Consequently, it is a major area for policy and investment in both Ireland and Europe, 
including Horizon 2020 funding.

The sixth benefit relates to big data.  A report commissioned by the Department of Business, 
Enterprise and Innovation in 2015 states “The lack of big data skills could be the single most 
important  barrier preventing Ireland to achieve its goal of leadership in this market”.  CERN 
has one of the largest data stores on the planet.  The Large Hadron Collider produces approxi-
mately 1 petabyte of data every second, a rate 1,000 times greater than global mobile phone data 
traffic.  Access to this data, development of machine learning and data mining tools, and the 
operation of what is literally a global computer is available to members of CERN experiments.  
This potential has been seized by companies such as Yandex, the “Russian Google”, and the 
Yandex School of Data Analysis is a member of one of the Large Hadron Collider experiments.

The next benefit relates to contracts for Irish companies.  The total value of CERN contracts 
is approximately €400 million per year.  CERN gives contracts preferentially to member state 
companies and by not being a member of CERN, companies, including multinationals, making 
products in Ireland are at a competitive disadvantage compared with their competitors or their 
own subsidiaries in other countries.  Irish companies with unique products have won CERN 
contracts in the past, including micro-electronic companies like SensL, Tyndall and Maxim 
Integrated; software companies like Microsoft, Symantec and Synopsis; and small and medium 
enterprises like Social Talent, Agtel and Sonru, whose founder and chief executive officer, Mr. 
Ed Hendrick, is present and can tell the committee about his experience of developing an in-
novative product and working with CERN.  It is worth pointing out that CERN contracts do not 
only relate to science; companies can bid for accountancy services, translation, such as provid-
ed to CERN by Nations Language Training in Cork, and even beef and dairy for the restaurants.

The next benefit relates to internationalism.  Today, both science and the economy are glob-
al.  As is becoming increasingly apparent, isolationism is regressive and has negative economic 
impacts.  Making connections and working together is vital for success.  Furthermore, with 
Brexit looming, closer ties to continental Europe are essential.  CERN stands for collabora-
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tion and is a channel to foreign markets.  A 2014 OECD study on the impact of large research 
infrastructure identifies several unique features of collaboration at CERN, including the “rich-
ness and productivity of the network ... due to the open nature of the working environment of  
CERN” and socio-economic results such as “the revitalisation of Central Europe following the 
end of the Cold War and ... the development of an advanced, extremely sophisticated form of 
cancer therapy”.  Moreover, CERN is associated with more than €350 million in Horizon 2020 
funding, with a success rate of 35%, well in excess of the average of 12%.  By not being mem-
bers of CERN, we make it difficult for Ireland to access this additional funding stream.

The next benefit is reputation.  Only a few sizeable European states are neither members nor 
associate members of CERN.  Earlier this year, Lithuania became an associate member.  The 
map in the submission available to the committee demonstrates relationships between CERN 
and European counties.  Within Europe, only Ireland, Moldova and Bosnia have no formal 
agreement at all.  India and Pakistan are associate members and non-European countries like 
Australia, China, the United States, Russia, Iran, Canada, Argentina, South Korea, Mexico, 
Saudi Arabia and South Africa, to name but a few, all have collaboration agreements.  It is also 
notable that during the financial crisis, Greece remained in CERN because it saw membership 
as a means to recovery, citing “the spillover effects of technologies” and valuing “the human 
network”.  Our non-membership seems at variance to promoting a knowledge economy in Ire-
land and, apart from the issue of contracts, it may affect our reputation as a destination of choice 
for high-tech companies.

I have presented nine strands where joining CERN could lead to significant benefits for 
Ireland.  The bottom line, as ever, is how much this costs.  The price tag is from €1.3 mil-
lion per year, and this can be increased or stopped without penalty, giving great flexibility for 
policymakers.  This is at the lower end of a typical Science Foundation Ireland, SFI, research 
centre grant or, equivalently, a single cup of coffee for all higher rate taxpayers.  Most important 
though, this is not money that is given away.  Rather, it is committed to Irish nationals, Irish sci-
ence and Irish companies.  Roughly speaking, one third of the money is spent on university stu-
dents, teachers, scientists, engineers and computer scientists from Ireland, who receive training 
or placements at the European Organisation for Nuclear Research, CERN; one third is spent on 
fellowships and staff positions for Irish nationals to work at CERN and transfer that knowledge 
home; and one third is spent on Irish products through contracts.  Thus in a very real sense, this 
money is spent on Ireland and is invested in the country and in its future. 

The Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation’s Innovation 2020 strategy, pub-
lished in 2015, sought to bring Ireland’s research and development intensity to 2.5% of gross 
national product, GNP, by 2020, with increased investment in “Expanding Ireland’s participa-
tion in International Research Organisations, including CERN”.  With gross expenditure on 
research and development currently running at 1.2% of gross domestic product, GDP, we have 
more to do to increase our impact.  Investing in science is an important part of growing the 
economy and of building resilience to future shocks.  Joining CERN, with its high-tech op-
portunities and global connectedness, is an attractive and cost-effective investment for Ireland.  
The impact of CERN membership extends from the Department of Business Enterprise and In-
novation to the Departments of Education and Skills, Health, Finance and Foreign Affairs and 
Trade.  In short, membership of CERN will benefit the entire country.

Chairman: I thank Professor McNulty for a very comprehensive and interesting submis-
sion.

Deputy  James Lawless: I welcome the delegation.  It is great to have them before the 
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committee today.  I thank Professor McNulty for a very comprehensive overview of CERN and 
the benefits membership would bring.  I was fortunate enough to travel to CERN with Profes-
sor McNulty earlier this year.  We had a very productive two days meeting with the academics, 
researchers and technicians there.  I certainly learned an awful lot more about it from that oc-
casion than I knew previously.  I also acknowledge Professor Emmanuel Tsesmelis, who came 
from CERN to Dublin and met with Professor McNulty and me this summer to explore the case 
for Irish membership.

Professor McNulty has clearly and powerfully outlined the many benefits of Irish member-
ship.  He has covered the underlying strands and has cast quite a wide arc.  One thing I had not 
appreciated that struck me on-site at CERN was the breadth of activities.  We talk about particle 
physics and of course that is core to it, but there is also everything from big data to electron-
ics, semiconductors, software services, hardware services, data management, pipelining and 
high-performance computing.  Such a range of activities take place, each of which is a spin-off 
field of its own and creates opportunities of its own.  Irish researchers, academics and workers 
could be to the fore of all of them if we joined the organisation.  That is another strong case to 
be made. 

 As mentioned it in Professor McNulty’s presentation, the reputational effect is also impor-
tant.  Everyone on the committee should have a look at the map showing who is and is not a 
member of CERN.  It shocked me.  As professor McNulty has outlined, there are only three Eu-
ropean Union states that are not CERN members; Moldova, Bosnia and ourselves.  The mem-
bers include countries that are sometimes considered to be less developed than Ireland.  There 
are members or associate members across the world, including the developing word.  That is 
quite stark.  It is something that we need to address post haste.  

The case nearly makes itself.  As Professor McNulty has said, it is relevant to the knowledge 
economy.  I refer to the economic strategy we have pursued since the days of Thomas Kenneth 
Whitaker and Seán Lemass, based on investment in education and opportunity and building a 
skill set to compete at that level.  We know that older industries and manufacturing have gone 
away.  Joining CERN ties into the knowledge economy-based intellectual capital that we have 
been trying to nurture for 40 years.  It is a continuation of that and makes a lot of sense given 
everything else we are trying to do.  

I have two questions.  It is important to get the answers on record to understand and tease 
these issues out.  The first question is the cost.  This came up as recently as the budget last week, 
during which CERN was discussed.  I made representations, as did others, and had discussions 
with the relevant Minister.  The cost was cited as an obstacle.  As I understand it, there are a 
couple of different price tags.  One can go high or low, depending on one’s level of readiness.  
For €1.3 million we can get most of the benefits.  It is my understanding that there is no com-
mitment or timeline.  We could join at the base level and stay there for as long as we wished, 
for five or ten years.  

Chairman: Did the Deputy say €3 million?

Deputy  James Lawless: The cost is €1.3 million.  There is no commitment to increase that 
if we are not in a position to do so.  Could Professor McNulty confirm that?

I also wish to raise the multiplier effect.  The best comparator here is the European Space 
Agency, which I also visited last year with the Minister of State, Deputy John Halligan.  A sev-
enfold multiplier effect is sometimes cited there.  For every €1 invested, one gets €7 back.  A 
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multiplier effect applies to the European Southern Observatory as well, and I understand CERN 
has one too.  It is not a case of merely handing money over to someone else.  Multiples of that 
money come back.  Perhaps the professor could elaborate on the cost and the multiplier effect 
in direct benefits to Irish businesses and academics .

Chairman: Before Professor McNulty answers, I note that in a written response to a par-
liamentary question in July 2018 the cost of full membership of CERN was quoted at approxi-
mately €15 million.  This committee has discussed CERN before and we heard figures like 
that.  I want to put that into the mix and ask the witnesses to debate the two different prices.  I 
see from the map that there are member states, associated members and then countries with co-
operation agreements.  That probably determines the price.

Professor Ronan McNulty: Exactly.  The Institute of Physics report includes a breakdown 
of those issues.  The membership fee is linked to the GDP of the country.  As such, it can fluc-
tuate from year to year based on a complicated formula deriving from the previous three years 
data.  Full membership would cost €13 million.  However, one is allowed to be an associate 
member for any percentage of that above 10%.  That is why I said “from”.  The minimum cost 
of entry is €1.3 million.

The only disadvantage to joining at a lower rate is that we would get fewer benefits.  The 
return an associate member gets is capped at the amount it has paid.  When a state joins as a 
full member, there is no cap.  If Ireland joined at €1.3 million, our contracts would be capped at 
about a third of that.  At what level we would join is really a question of policy.  Indeed, there 
have been discussions between CERN and advisers here.  There is a feeling that the 10% level 
might be too low and we might wish to join at 20% or 30%.  We would have to look at where 
we could avail of the contracts and where the opportunities are and then join at an appropriate 
level.  The fact that we would not be locked into anything would mean that we could scale up 
or down if desired, provided our contribution was above 10%.  

Chairman: To clarify, if we joined at the top end, €13 million would be our yearly fee?

Professor Ronan McNulty: Yes.

Chairman: Professor McNulty’s submission is very comprehensive.  I am sure all of the 
witnesses feel that membership of CERN would be hugely advantageous to our country.  I am 
really looking forward to hearing from Professor Brendan McClean on the health implica-
tions Professor McNulty outlines in section 5 of his submission, “Medical Devices and Public 
Health”.  That angle could give us more leverage when we discuss this with the Minister.

Professor Ronan McNulty: The €1.3 million option does not cost a huge amount for what 
we would get.  We could not join tomorrow at €13 million.  The Government would have to 
ramp up spending in any case, because CERN has to see that the country can benefit at an ap-
propriate level.  That addresses that question.  Will I move on?

Chairman: Yes.  We might hear from Professor McClean then, if Professor McNulty does 
not mind.

Professor Ronan McNulty: I will give the committee a few figures concerning the mul-
tiplier effect and the value.  One statistic Jean-Marie Le Goff came out with in the European 
Commission was that every €1 paid to industrial firms generates €3 of additional sales for it.  
That is merely sales, and nothing about the extra knowledge benefits.  It is just purely how much 
money they made.  Mr. Hendrick has a similar story that I hope the committee will have time to 
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hear about his company at CERN, and the multiplier effect there that seems to be a lot bigger 
than three.  There is also a survey by Bianchi-Streit that showed a factor of four on both sales 
and cost savings that companies had.

This, however, does not take account of the knowledge that one also acquires.  If one in-
cludes the knowledge that a company gains by being involved at the cutting edge, the multi-
plier is much greater.  Surveys of companies have been done and they have found that 40% of 
companies working at CERN developed new products, 40% increased their international users 
and 40% increased their technology learning.  A study by John Womersley for the Science and 
Technology Facilities Council came up with a ten-fold return on investment for the collider that 
preceded large Hadron Collider and included improvements to the economy and in terms of the 
training of physicists, or valuing the training aspects of that.

Depending on how one does the calculation, which is not an easy one to do, one gets a fac-
tor of between three and ten.  That does not include things like game-changing and completely 
disruptive technologies like the world wide web, which, as we know, came out of CERN.  If 
one includes how one values that, one realises that 20% of the GDP of modern economies is a 
result of the Internet, and that comes from a McKinsey report.

Quite apart from a straight multiplier of three to ten, there is the chance of something huge 
that changes the whole of civilisation.

Chairman: I am going to allow Professor McClean in to give a synopsis of medical devices 
and public health in layman’s terms, if possible.

Professor Brendan McClean: In Ireland this year there will be around 25,000 new cancer 
patients.  That is expected to double in the next 20 to 30 years, so it is a significant increase.  Of 
the number of cancer patients, 50% to 60% would benefit from radiotherapy.  Radiotherapy is 
mostly given with external beam radiotherapy using particle accelerators.  Professor McNulty 
just mentioned that we have around 30 to 35 particle accelerators in this country, used for 
radiotherapy purposes.  There are developments in accelerators.  There is a type of treatment 
called proton treatment, which we do not have in this country.  One of the reasons we do not is 
the cost.  The price tag is around €100 million for a particular facility.  CERN develops proton 
accelerators.  It is currently investigating reducing the footprint and cost of such devices.  That 
would eventually impact in Ireland.  If it can come up with a device that is smaller and cheaper, 
that would benefit cancer patients as well.

Chairman: I thank Professor McClean.  That was very informative.

Some months ago we all would have heard on the news about an ill child in England whose 
parents were bringing him to Europe for proton treatment.  That was the first time I had heard 
of it.  Professor McClean has now explained it.  I did not understand it at the time.

I call Senator Mac Lochlainn.

Senator  Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: My party provided funding for associate membership in 
its alternative budget.  Professor McNulty’s presentation was comprehensive and I cannot see a 
single reason we are not already at least an associate member and building up towards being a 
full member, especially when one thinks of the profile of the multinational companies across the 
State.  We boast about the various areas of activity and about being a modern, open economy.  
This is extraordinary.  Professor McNulty’s compared Ireland with a number of countries.  This 
report was published in response to then Minister of State, Deputy Sherlock, who visited CERN 
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four years ago.  Why are we not already a member?  Considering this report was published in 
2014 in response to a Government initiative, why has this not been sported out?

If we were to go for associate membership, it would cost of €1.3 million, which is an ex-
traordinarily low amount for something that would have significant benefit across a range of 
sectors in our economy from the public service to the private sector.  Will Professor McNulty 
give us a bit more information on the process where one would start at associate level with 
a 20% contribution and then scale up?  It appears to me to be an absolute no-brainer that we 
would immediately move to the €1.3 million, or 10%, contribution, get involved and take it 
from there.

Chairman: If any of the other witnesses would like to come in at any time, they should feel 
free to do so.

Professor Ronan McNulty: On the Senator’s first question on why we are not a member, 
I think I will just throw it back to him.  I have no idea why we are not a member.  It seems to 
me to be a no-brainer when one looks at the benefits and the fact that the money that is spent 
is spent on Ireland.  It is not like we giving this money to Switzerland.  It is for us and for our 
future.  When we had the downturn in economies, countries that had invested more in technol-
ogy did better during that downturn.  We are investing in our futures.  I honestly cannot answer 
the Senator’s first question.

On the second question, we could look at the example of Israel, if one wishes.  There are 
many similarities with Ireland in terms of the population size and the high-technology economy.  
However, it is quite different in terms of committing funding to research.  At the moment we 
spend 1.2% of our GDP while Israel spends 4.2% of its GDP, which is over three times more.  It 
has decided that is the way to improve its economy.  One of the reasons was that it saw CERN 
as a way of using this money to benefit it.  When it decided to join CERN, it wanted to join 
as quickly as possible and took the fastest route possible to full membership which took three 
years.  In that period, its contract with CERN jumped from €1 million to €3 million in terms of 
the money its companies were getting.

I will give members some other interesting facts on Israel.  One of the things in which it 
got very involved was trade fairs.  It had a trade fair which Professor O’Shea attended in the 
Weizmann Institute.  In turn, Israeli companies were invited to come to CERN and a synergy or 
environment was created where business was talking to CERN and the scientists, and facilitat-
ing a very vibrant hotbed to spearhead different projects.

Israel had one or two teachers who used to visit CERN until it became full members.  In 
the year it became a full member, 40 teachers visited and they were being educated in the latest 
technology to enable them to go back and teach in the schools.  It had about 20 schoolchildren 
going to CERN each year before it joined.  Now, 200 per year are going.  In the summer for 
undergraduates to go to CERN.  Each year it has three to four students going around.  Some 
25% of the students who go are Palestinian.  There is an example of CERN not just doing the 
science but also the world peace agenda.  Scientists judge one based on one’s science and the 
common goal of understanding the universe not on one’s politics.  Israel now has 30 PhD stu-
dents working at CERN every year.  That is an example of how it took that decision and ramped 
up as rapidly as possible.

It is a policy decision and I am not sure that is the model that Ireland wants to use.  Ireland 
may want to go in at 10% or 20%.  One might find that we fulfil our quota of contracts, so we 



12

JBEI

might want to up the amount.  That is fine and we will do so.  One might find that we do not 
fulfil that quota, so we might want to lower the amount.  However, one has that flexibility, so it 
does not hurt.

Senator  Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I glanced through the submission, which is very impres-
sive across a number of heading.  What is the level of engagement with the Department and 
Government?  Has anybody given feedback on the submission?  Has anybody said why this has 
not been done?  It is absolutely extraordinary when one looks at the submission.  We are talking 
about 2014, which four years ago.  I would like to know what Department officials met with the 
witnesses on the back of the submission and what reason they have given for not taking this on 
board after four years?

Professor Ronan McNulty: I cannot answer that but I hope that the committee would be 
able to make a recommendation that this could be followed up and we could move forward on 
it.

Chairman: I call Mr. Hendricks, CEO of Sonru.

Mr. Ed Hendrick: Yes.

Chairman: I ask him to inform the committee of his experience.  The more we hear on all 
of this, the more that will help us to make our submission.

Mr. Ed Hendrick: I will go back a number of years to give some context.  We are a Wex-
ford technology start-up.  We started building a product in 2007-08 and we launched in 2009 
in the Irish market.  At the end of 2010, we raised some seed funding to expand into Europe.  
Our first port of call was to go to the UK market.  It sounds easy to just go into that market and 
start winning business.  First, we presented at a trade show in Birmingham and were lucky to 
meet the CERN head of recruitment at that conference.  A few weeks later, CERN staff started 
trialling our software and became our first export customer.  We would never have looked at 
Switzerland in the early stages of exporting but it has become one of our strongest markets now 
in Europe, purely because of that first client, CERN, which we started working with in 2011.

One of the major advantages of working with CERN has been their willingness to share 
what they learn.  We found it a significant plus that they have been so willing to share with other 
companies in Switzerland and around the world their experience of using our product.  In 2011, 
they had been using our product for six to nine months.  They invited the recruitment team at 
Nestlé who are based and headquartered in Vevey to CERN and meet the recruitment team and 
to learn how they were using this new interview product that they had been working with six 
to nine months.  As a result of this Nestlé quickly became a customer.  There was a massive 
networking effect from working with them.

Something else that has made a great difference to us has been the willingness of CERN to 
speak at conferences and promote the different products they are using and to explain to peers 
at conferences how they are using Sonru.  This has also led to many new customers coming our 
way based on its recommendation.  

From a business perspective, we have experienced significant benefits from working with 
CERN.  Building credibility is one of the toughest things a new company has to do launching 
a new product into any market, let alone an export market, and to have that stamp of approval 
from such a wonderful organisation makes a great difference and can accelerate the process of 
winning business, which is what we are all about.  From our perspective it is a no-brainer as 
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well.

One of the challenges we had was the fact that Ireland is not a member of the organisation 
makes it more difficult to become a supplier to CERN.  Back in 2011, we had few competitors 
because we had a new, innovative product.  CERN did not have too many options but to work 
with us.  As that market has grown and matured, more competitors have come into our space 
and there are more options for CERN, particularly in its member states and associate member 
states.  This is a threat to us and it would be a huge challenge for us not to work with CERN and 
not to benefit from all that it brings.

Chairman: Does Mr. Hendrick believe that this association with CERN led to an increase 
in the number of staff his company employs?

Mr. Ed Hendrick: Of course it has, yes.  In  2011, we employed 10 people; we now employ 
approximately 60 people.  We have grown a lot in six or seven years.  James Purvis, who is head 
of recruitment at CERN, has taken calls from potential clients in Australia at awful hours of the 
morning.  CERN has been willing to do this.  It have been an incredible advocate for what we 
do, and that makes a great difference.  It is hard to buy that.  One can spend millions of euro on 
advertising and one will still not get that effect that a reference customer like CERN would be 
able to provide for a company.

Chairman: We have had a medical point of view and a business point of view.  I will ask 
Professor O’Shea to give us an academic point of view.

Professor Val O’Shea: I am a technologist.  My interest is in developing technology not 
just for high-energy physics but for a range of applications.  I work with Professor McClean on 
aspects of medical imaging.   I would like to stress, which has not arisen enough in our discus-
sion, the hit rate of CERN for EU funding.  They get 35% versus an average of 12%.  I am a 
vice-chairman on the physics evaluation panel for a number of different funding instruments 
and I see these projects that come.  They have access to the best expertise because they know all 
of the people.  This is an international process.  They have expertise in putting together propos-
als and they achieve a hit rate of three times more.  If Ireland was a member of CERN, it would 
have similar access to funding.  This would increase EU funding to this country considerably.

On technology, I worked at CERN for six years and then went to Glasgow, but I was still 
able to access technologies through the organisation that I cannot find anywhere else in the 
world.  It is about networking, being able to access expertise and to use stuff that one would not 
be able to get even in the Tyndall National Institute, which has a high level of expertise, but it 
does not have it all together.  That enables me to dream up new innovations such as Medipix.  
Medipix is a toy for looking at X-rays in colour.  All of the big computed tomography, CT, 
companies are now working on what is known as full spectral CT, which is a new way of taking 
CT images - they are vital diagnostic tools for cancer - with full colour resolution.  This enables 
one to take better images with lower dose.  Philips, Siemens, GE and Hitachi are all working on 
this technology and it was all invented at CERN.

Chairman: I thank Professor O’Shea.  I call Deputy Neville.

Deputy  Tom Neville: On the 10% for associate membership, as this percentage increases, 
there are different economies of scale.  The utopian aspiration is full membership.  What in the 
opinion of our guests would be appropriate, given financial constraints, etc?   I am trying to look 
at this from a prudent point of view.  What would be an appropriate membership for Ireland 
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starting off?

Chairman: Even at entry point.

Professor Ronan McNulty: One has to look at the various benefits.

Deputy  Tom Neville: What is Professor McNulty’s opinion?

Professor Ronan McNulty: I have not done a full survey of all of the contracts and of the 
other aspects.  Something like 20% or 30% would be more appropriate.  We should certainly be 
in there at 10% or more.  It seems crazy not to be a member.  If one is not in, one does not have 
access to any of these things.  The fact that one is a member is a springboard to all sorts of other 
opportunities.  It is about opportunities.

Deputy  Tom Neville: Correct me if I am wrong but Professor McNulty said at 10% , a 
member gets one third of the kickback.

Professor Ronan McNulty: Yes, the contracts would be limited because one would only 
have contributed at the 10% level.  If one is purely focused on how much money one can make 
in contracts to provide services or equipment-----

Deputy  Tom Neville: If the cost is €1.3 million, that would equate to €400,000 worth of 
contracts.

Professor Ronan McNulty: Exactly, one would not be able to get more than €400,000 ap-
proximately from the totality of all CERN contracts in a year.  CERN would cap the member 
at that amount.  If one is purely looking at that aspect, then one would ask what can Ireland 
provide?   What are we likely to be able to provide?  One would then set what level one would 
want to go in at according to that evaluation.

There is a great deal more than just that.  There are all of the education and training as-
pects-----

Deputy  Tom Neville: It would be interesting to see what one would get for 20% or 30%, 
because it is not one third for each.  Is it economies of scale?

Professor Ronan McNulty: No, for example, if one were to pay €2.6 million instead of 
€1.3 million, which is twice that figure, instead of being capped at €400,000 one would be 
capped at €800,000.

Deputy  Tom Neville: It is one third as one goes up-----

Chairman: It is pro rata.

Professor Ronan McNulty: It is pro rata the whole way up.  The only place that it is not 
pro rated is if one is a full member.  Then there is no cap on what one can get.  The other advan-
tage of being full members is that one has a voice on the council.  One would be dictating the 
policy of CERN and have a voice in the area of physics at European and level, but there is no 
seat on the council unless the full membership fee is paid.

Professor Val O’Shea: We also need to factor in the multipliers and the sum of €800,000 
received in direct contracts.  In the case of Mr. Hendrick, the multiplier is 20.

Dr. Sheila Gilheany: There is another aspect to the contract with CERN.  CERN tries to 
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make sure every full member country gets something back.  It aims for a return coefficient of 
0.9 when it measures how much a country puts in against how much it gets out.  As one might 
expect,Switzerland does very well simply because it is located there.  If we look at smaller 
countries, similar to Ireland, such as Hungary and Portugal, they have a return ratio of 1.3 or 
1.1.  In some cases, they do better than larger countries such as the United Kingdom simply 
because they are smaller and agile.  By comparison they are not putting in that much in the 
first place, but frequently they have niche businesses that are well suited to what is going on in 
CERN.

Deputy  Tom Neville: Coupled with their tax policies, there would be a combined effect.

Dr. Sheila Gilheany: CERN works very closely with its members.  As it wants its members 
to do well, it works closely with them to see how it can help.  Trade fares were mentioned.  For 
example, something it will do is go to a particular country.  I will use Northern Ireland as an 
example.  Invest Northern Ireland brought over a delegation from CERN and a small company 
based in County Fermanagh, Elite Electronic Systems, received a multi-million pound contract 
to supply electronic devices for use in the large hadron collider, LHC.  That came about through 
direct contact, by bringing people around and showing them companies.  A total of 20 compa-
nies in Ireland have had contracts with CERN.  We conducted a survey of IDA Ireland backed 
companies that we felt were in this space.  We surveyed the managements of approximately 
200 companies and asked whether they would be in favour of Ireland joining CERN.  Approxi-
mately 80% stated they would because they could see the opportunities.  That is the type of 
multiplier we could see quite quickly in putting people together in a room and showing what 
they could do.  There is such a possibility.

Deputy  Tom Neville: I will play devil’s advocate for a second.  Why did 20% state “No”?

Dr. Sheila Gilheany: Probably because they did not know enough about CERN, its capabil-
ities and at what it might have been looking.  As Deputy James Lawless said, when people are 
actually on the premises and see what is going on, they start to get a sense of what it might do.

Senator  James Reilly: What is maximum available?  There is no cap for full members.  
Approximately €350 million is available in grants.  The figures about which we are speaking 
are a tiny percentage of this sum.  Can countries outside Europe be full members?  Are there 
full members outside Europe?  Is membership limited to the 27 or 28 member states of the Eu-
ropean Union?

Dr. Sheila Gilheany: There is a type of membership.  It is not called full membership.

Professor Ronan McNulty: There is some debate on the matter.

Senator  James Reilly: Do they have a vote?

Professor Ronan McNulty: Certainly Israel has a vote on the council.  The United States 
joined in a very special way just before work on the LHC started.  I honestly do not know what 
are its voting rights.  We would have to ask CERN’s international relations expert about it as I 
cannot say.  I think it is just members that can vote, but there is some discussion at CERN about 
who is entitled to be a full member.  It certainly started off in 1954 as a European organisation, 
but, to be quite honest, today it is a world organisation.  It is not just a European organisation.  
As I said, there is some debate at CERN about who can and cannot be a full member.  It is be-
coming a world organisation.
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Senator  James Reilly: In that case, my only comment is whatever about us not having a 
sense of it before, we now have a very clear sense of its value, as well as the hidden unseen 
value in networking, education, opportunities and multipliers, let alone the hard and fast side 
of things - jobs and the opportunities presented.  I am very supportive of membership.  I do not 
know whether I am wrong, but I thought the Minister of State, Deputy John Halligan, was also 
very supportive of it.  I hope we will manage to convince the powers that be to take a sizeable 
piece of the action and build from there, as the delegates have suggested.

Chairman: Any time the Minister of State, Deputy John Halligan, has come before the 
committee, he has been supportive of it, but the cost has always been raised as a factor.  Would 
there be any disadvantage to us as a country in being a member of CERN?

Professor Ronan McNulty: There is a disadvantage in not being a member.

Chairman: That is quite obvious.  When we stop and look at the map, it tells the story.  
More than two thirds of us are new politicians who were elected for the first time in the most 
recent general election.  Two committee members have been here longer.  While we have had 
discussions on CERN, we have never had such a comprehensive discussion.  I had never seen 
the medical side of it.  Sometimes it needs to be spelled out and it is very welcome to hear it.  
I am sure the possibilities for Irish researchers, students and engineers to partake in CERN, if 
Ireland was a member, would be wide open.

Professor Sinéad Ryan: Yes.  I will make a number of points, including about education.  
As we know that there is a shortage, we want to recruit more people generally into STEM sub-
jects and particularly to address the gender balance.  CERN is an attractor for students generally 
into science, technology, engineering and maths, STEM, subjects.  It asks the exciting and in-
teresting questions with which young people are taken.  They get into subjects such as physics, 
maths, engineering and technology in order that they can be part of it.  CERN makes a dedicated 
effort to provide education for associate member countries and member countries at all levels.  
There is teacher training - imagine this - at primary school level and secondary school level, 
not just at university level.  It really supports an ecosystem for training and the advancement 
of technology and IT skills throughout the entire country.  This is an important message that 
CERN membership brings.

CERN is trying to answer these fundamental questions, but in order to do so, it must invent 
new technology.  The questions it asks cannot be answered or tackled with the technology we 
have available today.  That was also true in the past.  It invents new algorithms, computers and 
magnets and we can be part of that work.  The 2014 Forfás report identified skill shortages as 
one of the key challenges for Ireland in the area of big data and data analytics.  I chair the sci-
entific steering committee for advanced computing in Europe.  We see the convergence of high 
performance computing and big data.  We know that it will not just be for the traditional areas 
in physics and chemistry, but that it will spill over into the life sciences.  There will be machine 
learning and big data application in the life sciences and dealing with societal issues in the areas 
of cryptography, security and self-driving cars.  We will need to understand big data and be able 
to manage them.  The skills developed at CERN are the skills needed.  We can be part of and 
benefit from CERN.

Professor Val O’Shea: I spent five years at CERN as an engineer, not as a scientist per se, 
after graduating from UCC.  It is why I do technology.  Being there was like being a child in a 
sweet shop because it has all of the technology.  People pick and choose where they want to go 
and what they want to learn.  As a young engineer starting off, there was no better place in the 
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world I could have gone to.

Professor Ronan McNulty: With membership, we could avail of internships for engineers 
and computer scientists to go there to be trained.

Professor Sinéad Ryan: It is not just theoretical or experimental physicists but across the 
entire range of skills that would allow them to do the job they are trying to do.

Chairman: There is no doubt about the passion and enthusiasm of the delegates.  We have 
heard many presentations and they have been so positive.  I return to Mr. Hendrick.  I am sure 
that plenty of other companies throughout Ireland would have a similar story to tell on the posi-
tives of membership of CERN and what it would mean to their companies.

Mr. Ed Hendrick: Yes, absolutely.  If this were opened up across the board, whereby com-
panies were allowed to submit tenders for projects at CERN, it could mean a lot of new business 
for businesses in Ireland.  SocialTalent, which was mentioned in our opening notes is a good 
example.  It is a company from Dublin that we introduced to CERN.  We had been working 
with CERN for a couple of years, SocialTalent had started up and was growing and as we felt it 
could be of great value to CERN to work with SocialTalent, we provided the introduction and 
because of that valued recommendation CERN started working with SocialTalent very quickly.  
That networking effect is vast and its potential is huge.

Chairman: Are there any further comments or questions?

Senator  Aidan Davitt: I was caught up at another meeting so I apologise for missing most 
of the witnesses’ presentation although I did see a little bit of it on the screen.  Deputy Lawless 
has been a great spokesman for us on the witnesses’ behalf and I support his sentiments.  We 
think it is a progressive step and it would be regressive of us not to be involved.  Keep up the 
good work.

Chairman: Any further comments?

Deputy  James Lawless: I went over with Professor McNulty and I thank him and CERN 
for inviting me over and having me that day.  It is great that we have had the opportunity to go 
full circle and have these six witnesses before the committee today.  It has been an excellent and 
powerful presentation.  As far as I can tell, cross-party support is emerging from the committee, 
which is great to see.  At the end of the day we still have to convince the Minister but let us all 
work on that and get to that as the next step.

Chairman: I thank the witnesses for their attendance and engagement with the committee.  
It has been most useful for us.  That concludes all of the business on today’s agenda.

The joint committee adjourned at 5.32 p.m. until 4 p.m. on Tuesday, 13 November 2018.


