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The joint committee met in private session until 4.29 p.m.

  Deputy Thomas Byrne took the Chair.  

Education (Amendment) Bill 2015 and Education (Parent and Student Charter) Bill 
2016: Discussion

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Thomas Byrne): I want to remind members and witnesses 
to please an féidir libh bhur teileafóin a mhúchadh.  They should turn off their telephones or 
switch them to flight mode.  Any statement they make might not be audible on the television, 
and we would hate for that to happen.  Mobile phones interfere with the sound system and make 
it difficult for parliamentary reporters, who work so hard to report the meeting.  Television cov-
erage and web streaming are also very badly affected.

Today’s meeting takes place so that the joint committee can continue its scrutiny of two 
pieces of legislation - the Education (Amendment) Bill 2015 and pre-legislative scrutiny of the 
general scheme of the Education (Parent and Student Charter) Bill 2016.    Ar son an choiste, 
ba bhreá liom fáilte a chur roimh gach duine de na finnéithe atá ag an gcruinniú inniu.  The 
Irish National Teachers Organisation, INTO, is represented by  Mr. John Boyle and Ms Anne 
McElduff.  The Teachers Union of Ireland, TUI, is represented by its president, Ms Joanne Ir-
win, and by Mr. David Duffy and Mr. John MacGabhann.  The Association of Secondary Teach-
ers in Ireland, ASTI, is represented by its president, Mr. Ed Byrne; its general secretary, Mr. 
Kieran Christie, and Ms Moira Leyden.  The Irish Second-Level Students Union is represented 
by Ms Jane Hayes-Nally, some of whose colleagues are in the Visitors Gallery.  The National 
Parents Council, post-primary, is represented by Mr. Paul Beddy and Mr. Paul Rolston.

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 the Chairman or me 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 di-
rected 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 an entity by name or in such a way as to 
make him, her or it identifiable.  Any submission or opening statement made to the committee 
will be published on its website after the meeting.  We are very grateful for the work the del-
egates have put in to prepare for this meeting and thank them for attending.

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 various speakers to make their opening statements, beginning with Ms Leyden 
on behalf of the ASTI.  Ms Irwin will speak on behalf of the TUI, Ms Jane Hayes-Nally on 
behalf of the Irish Second-Level Students Union, Mr. Rolston on behalf of the National Parents 
Council, post-primary, and Mr. John Boyle ar son INTO.

Ms Moira Leydon: I am very conscious that it is rather late in the day.  We started late and 
have a full house.  I will, therefore, use the Obama technique, that is, say three things and try to 
say them efficiently and effectively.  
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My broad opening remark is that the ASTI broadly welcomes the legislation.  We have 
a preference for one approach, on which I will elaborate.  The measures are reflective of the 
changes in our society and a timely and judicious response to aspects of the education system 
that are not perceived to be working as well as they might be.

In the past decade we have introduced what I would describe as a strong accountability 
framework in education.  Each year the inspectorate conducts over 1,000 visits to schools at 
both primary and second level.  Eight hundred reports are published on our website every year.  
We have the Teaching Council fitness-to-practise guidelines, etc.  This is really just another part 
of the jigsaw in making sure there is not only equality in the education system but also, more 
importantly, accountability, transparency and fairness.  That is very much the frame within 
which the draft legislation has been developed and within which we perceive it.

With regard to the proposals made in the charter legislation, they address what the trade 
unions have stated explicitly during the years.  We need a national standardised and common 
complaints procedure across the system.  At present, there are voluntary agreements between 
the management bodies and the teacher unions that differ from sector to sector.  Certainly, the 
commitment in the charter to bring forward statutory national guidelines will remove many 
anomalies and certainly make my life and that of my trade union official colleagues easier 
because we are dealing with a transparent system.  It is also reflective of what are perceived, 
unfortunately, to be weaknesses in the system. 

Deputy Jim Daly has to be commended for the way in which he kick-started this process.  
We do not actually agree that his legislation is possibly the best way to proceed, but I believe he 
has done us all a very valuable service by kick-starting the debate.  The reason we would prefer 
the charter legislation is that we believe it is more comprehensive.  On the one hand, it is about 
dealing with complaints, but, more significantly, from the perspective of legislators, it is trying 
to change cultures in order that complaints would not emerge in the first place.  It is trying to 
embed better communication, accountability and transparency cultures in schools.  That is real-
ly what legislation should do; it should not micromanage problems; rather, when one is dealing 
with wide public sector social goods such as education, it should seek to direct cultural change.

The second point we make to Deputy Jim Daly is that the proposal made in his legislation to 
have a separate ombudsman for children would, in the first instance, not be so practical.  More 
importantly, it would undermine what this society has struggled to achieve in the past 20 years, 
but we are getting there pretty well.  I refer to an holistic focus on the child.  The bit of the child 
that goes to school is the same bit that may need to go to a social worker, the HSE or other body.  
The current model of the Ombudsman for Children is the most appropriate, particularly in the 
light of national strategy in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures, which is a very integrated public 
policy approach to children.

I have just two more points to make.  To quote an aphorism always attributed to Einstein, it 
is the essence of lunacy to keep doing the same thing and expecting something different.  I am 
very much putting on my trade union hat.  This cultural change that the legislation is aimed at 
achieving cannot and will not succeed unless we seriously consider the way in which schools 
are run and facilitated to run with resources and middle management.  My trade union col-
leagues will have strong points to make on that issue.  If the legislation is expected to succeed 
in spirit, we cannot keep doing the same old thing, namely, bring in another model of change, 
while not actually supporting the internal processes to deliver that change.

Trade unions are extremely concerned to ensure the legislation will get the balance of fair-
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ness right.

Mr. Ed Byrne: From a teacher’s perspective, I believe there is deep distrust.  The Teaching 
Council fitness-to-practise arrangement is being bedded in.  Garda vetting is ongoing and not 
yet fully implemented, yet we are here talking about moving forward with some more legisla-
tion in a manner that does not always take into account the perspective of a teacher.  Implemen-
tation of section 28 of the Education Act was delayed repeatedly.  Perhaps that is why we have 
reached this impasse where we believe we have to go down a legislative road.

Teachers are suspicious.  As my colleague said, there is an inspectorate.  There are eight 
separate modes of inspection, which are a form of oversight.  The Teaching Council is another 
layer of oversight.  Some might justifiably say it is overkill.  I am concerned about the capacity 
within the system to implement the legislation correctly and properly and allow schools to get 
on with developing the very much needed parent and student charter.  It must, however, come 
about with the requisite resources.

Unfortunately, Deputy Jim Daly’s Bill would lead to more confrontation.  The experience of 
confrontation and the adversarial process in Ireland is that the only people to benefit are those 
in the legal profession.  That is why we would prefer the parent and student charter.  These are 
days upon which policymakers have to take into account the practitioners.  Sometimes what 
leaves Marlborough Street as gold turns to iron pyrite in the hands of others.  We should be 
careful as we move forward.

Ms Joanne Irwin: The TUI represents more than 16,000 practitioners, including teachers 
who work in the education and training boards and in community, comprehensive and vol-
untary secondary schools.  The TUI is of the view that the two proposed pieces of legislation 
are contradictory and mutually exclusive.  We contend that the Education (Amendment) Bill 
2015 is mistaken, if well-intentioned, in approach, that the establishment of an ombudsman for 
education is unnecessary and would duplicate existing offices, and that any legislative change 
that may be required can be adequately accommodated in the proposed Education (Parent and 
Student Charter) Bill 2016, suitably revised.

The TUI supports the achievement in practice of the principle of appropriate involvement 
by students and parents in determining the culture and processes of a school.  Our members 
- teachers, including principal teachers - have a professional commitment to the creation and 
maintenance of welcoming, inclusive and democratic school communities that are an integral 
and dynamic part of the social infrastructure of the broader communities they serve.  In this 
context, making legislative provision for a charter is worthy of consideration.  Such a char-
ter, however, would have to reflect a balance of the rights and responsibilities of all parties.  
Moreover, a charter that imposed additional administrative and-or legalistic responsibilities on 
schools that lack the capacity to discharge them would be counterproductive.  A number of our 
specific observations have their origins in this concern about unsustainable demands.

The TUI is at something of a disadvantage as the heads of the Education (Parent and Student 
Charter) Bill 2016, while proposing an expanded role for the Ombudsman for Children, do not 
provide the level of detail that would enable us to assess it definitively this stage.  Schools are 
poorly resourced in the context of administrative and middle management structures.  Boards 
of management rely on volunteers and there can be no realistic expectation that this will not 
continue to be the case.  We would advise against additional legislative requirements that would 
increase the burden on boards.
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We ask the committee to note that, under the current section 28 of the Education Act 1998, 
it is open to the Minister to prescribe procedures to allow grievances of “students, or their 
parents, relating to the students’ school” to be submitted and processed and to allow the “par-
ent of a student or, in the case of a student who has reached the age of 18 years, the student, to 
appeal to the board against a decision of a teacher or other member of staff of a school”.  The 
TUI has for several years urged successive Ministers for Education and Skills to prescribe pro-
cedures under this section of the Act, noting that procedures are available for him to prescribe.  
Were the Minister to confirm these procedures as the prescribed procedures under section 28, 
the sensible and logical aspiration of “determining appeals and resolving grievances in the 
school concerned” could be realised without imposing further bureaucratic demands on already 
overburdened schools.  The TUI would again ask the Minister to engage the relevant parties, 
including representatives of parents and students, in discussions aimed at suitably adjusting the 
existing sectoral procedures and to approve the procedures that emerge from those discussions.

The Education (Parent and Student Charter) Bill seems to envisage each school developing 
its own procedures, following the guidelines that the Minister will issue in this regard.  This 
would be enormously wasteful of very scarce resources.  Some 4,000 separate attempts to re-
invent the wheel in 4,000 schools are unnecessary and will lead to inconsistency, contradiction 
and unfairness.  Litigation will almost certainly follow.  Our message is simple: there is no need 
to reinvent the wheel.  A further concern is that the general scheme seems strangely oblivious 
of the existence of robust processes to deal with complaints in regard to the conduct or com-
petence of teachers.  Those procedures have legislative underpinning under section 24 of the 
Education Act 1998 and Part 5 of the Teaching Council Act 2001.

It is imperative that any legislative change or initiative must not create further administra-
tive workload, particularly for principal teachers.  The effective functioning of schools as com-
munities of learning is already being suffocated by burgeoning administrative demands.  The 
proposed legislation has the potential to add new and unnecessary layers of complexity and to 
give rise to a more legalistic culture that will inevitably lead to increased cost for schools and 
the Exchequer.

A recurrent feature of legislation in the education sphere is the emergence of unintended 
consequences when it comes to implementation.  Legislation that seeks equity is often frus-
trated in its implementation by rooted societal inequalities and by the exclusionary practices 
of some schools.  Hence, schools that are selective regarding enrolment are least affected by 
equity-based legislation and those that are most inclusive are most affected.  The greatest onus 
is placed on schools that are open, democratic, inclusive and most responsive to national policy.  
The TUI has a real concern that, once again, the greatest challenge will be faced by the schools 
that embrace the full, rich diversity in the student cohort and that they will have to face the chal-
lenge without the necessary resources.  Furthermore, the introduction of a new and expanded 
governance requirement under the charter means that significant additional funding will be 
required to provide training to school staff and boards of management.

The proposed legislation seems, on the face of it, to propose a culture of culpability, predi-
cated on the misconception that schools are responsible for all of society’s failings and that 
schools can somehow remediate family dysfunctionality where it occurs.  This is unfair to 
schools that are struggling to manage after a decade of cutbacks which have left the system 
threadbare.  There is a fine balance that must be struck between, on one hand, the appropriate 
remit of a school in terms of supporting and empowering an individual student or parent and, on 
the other, the overarching requirement that a school provide a safe environment for the greater 
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student body.  It is regrettable but undeniable, for example, that some schools have to man-
age and deal with unacceptable and occasionally violent behaviour.  This must be taken into 
account in a charter, which must balance the rights of students and parents with concomitant 
responsibilities.

The proposed legislation also seems to assume that a large volume of complaints and griev-
ances are not being adequately addressed at present.  The TUI disputes this assumption.  The 
Ombudsman for Children reports that there have been 4,000 complaints about schools to his 
office in the past 14 years.  That constitutes fewer than 300 complaints per year in the context 
of 4,000 schools, serving 917,000 students, and, viewed objectively, constitutes a very low rate 
of complaint.

That is our initial opening statement.  We will obviously have further views when we see 
the terms of the legislation.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Thomas Byrne): Go raibh maith agat.  The TUI’s views were 
very clearly expressed.  As we have a busy meeting, I ask all speakers to keep to the allotted 
time as far as possible.  I call Ms Jane Hayes-Nally of the Irish Second-Level Students Union.

Ms Jane Hayes-Nally: Good afternoon.  I am president of the Irish Second-Level Students 
Union.  We are the umbrella body for second-level student councils in Ireland and we aim to 
represent and connect second-level students, ensuring that the voice of the Irish student is heard 
and striving for equality and democracy within the education system.  As a national student 
representative, I am delighted to present to the committee and to discuss and consider an item 
of legislation which serves, as the name implies, to define the rights and privileges of students 
as well as parents.

The principles of the legislation for the parent and student charter bring to the forefront the 
principles and priorities that the organisation for which I work and the students I represent have 
always exemplified.  We were delighted, therefore, to watch the progress and advancement be-
ing made to further the involvement of and respect for two essential stakeholder groups in the 
school community.  It is true, though, that students are affected more than any other cohort by 
the management of a school.  Students are the main beneficiaries of the second-level education 
system and it is paramount that their voice is heard in order to ensure that any decisions made 
are in the best interests of the student.  The only way to ensure that the decisions made are of 
benefit to students is to ensure that students maintain meaningful participation and consultation 
in any development or evaluation of such decisions.  The only way you will know what it is like 
to be a second-level student in Ireland is if you are a second-level student in Ireland.  Things 
change so quickly and the experiences of young people in terms of their education are vastly 
different with every couple of years.  It is important to stay cognisant of this fact as we move 
forward to create a better education system in Ireland.

I believe in the ability of this Bill to change the way schools serve their students.  The end 
product of the Bill will help to establish a structure where students are recognised and, most 
importantly, supported as equal partners in education.  However, we have massive reservations 
and concerns regarding the proposed plans to develop guidelines for this Bill.  As it stands, 
the Minister will invite the partners - the national parent councils, school management bodies, 
teacher unions and the school principals networks or associations - to participate in a working 
party.  To quote the explanatory documents, “Part of the preparatory work will involve captur-
ing the voice of the child particularly through engagement with student councils and national 
associations representative of students.”  This effectively excludes students, even though the 
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aim is to recognise them as equal partners in education, by letting us only be part of the prepa-
rations but not an equal stakeholder on the working party.  We would like to be recognised as 
equal partners and have the opportunity to work with other partners in education in order to 
examine and influence how the details of this charter will look when finished.

Applying this integral principle to the entirety of the process of this legislation, it makes 
sense that, under head 3, the associations representing second-level students should be included 
in the group of educational stakeholders, rather than being consulted on the sidelines.  We 
welcome the amendment to section 27 of the Education Act 1998 to change the requirement 
on a student council from one of promoting the interests of the school to the promoting of the 
interests of the students of the school.  The interests of the students will be better served if the 
student council is supported to promote the interests of students as we believe the student coun-
cil is best placed to do so.  There are often conversations regarding representation of student 
councils.  We are fully aware that the most vulnerable, the student most in need, will not often 
put themselves forward for election to a student council but a student council is still the most 
important element in ensuring that the voice of those students are heard.  

Last week we were in Cork to consult with second-level students as we plan to create our 
own mental health strategy.  Students at this event, my peers, stated they are more likely to turn 
to a friend or a fellow student for help than they are to a teacher or parent.  These were young 
boys from all-boys schools in the surrounding area and while they would be hesitant to talk to 
anybody in regard to mental health, they said it would be peers to whom they would turn.  

Having a structure of peer support, where students can support one another in ensuring their 
voices are heard and issues that are affecting them are raised, is absolutely integral to ensuring 
the needs of our most vulnerable students are brought forward.  This is even more crucial in 
schools in disadvantaged areas where it may be more difficult to involve parents.

 The training offered by the Irish Second-Level Students Union, ISSU, aims to improve 
student councils in their ability to carry out their functions.  We aim to train as many students 
as possible to engage but we are also bound by our limited funding.

As we review the amendment to section 27 of the Act, we are faced with another basic op-
erational change, which would transform the student voice.  Unfortunately, in too many Irish 
second-level schools, student councils are subject to the approval of the board of management, 
which are currently given the liberty of dissolving the student council in the Education Act.  
A few days ago I received the following email from a student describing his experience with 
student voice:

I am in transition year and I am writing on the behalf of the students at my school as 
we do not have a student council.  

  Early last year our student council was disbanded quite suddenly.  As you can 
imagine this shocked and annoyed a lot of students as we felt we were not represented 
fairly.  This year our transition year co-ordinator put the challenge to us to restart the 
student council, so we wrote a letter to our principal.  Myself and several other transition 
year students then met with our principal to talk about the issue.  She told us that the 
student council, as well as the green school committee and other committees, had been 
disbanded because of the current teachers’ union conflict.  I am, however, not satisfied 
with this answer as I have spoken with students and teachers from other schools and 
they all have student councils.  She did however suggest that we could have an unof-
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ficial “student’s voice”, but this has not really worked out.  I was wondering if we have 
any rights as students to be represented by a student council and if there is anything the 
ISSU can do to help us.

If students really do have the right to be included in decisions which affect them, as the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child declares, then students should be fully 
entitled to have a student council, regardless of any issues with other stakeholders in educa-
tion.  If student councils are an option which are at the discretion of the people who happen to 
sit on a board of management, this right cannot be fully realised.

To further this important aspect of school management, we very much welcome the ability 
of the Minister to issue directives to boards of management as part of head 4.  However we 
believe, as was mentioned the last time this committee sat, that there are fundamental difficul-
ties with regards to the composition of the board of management.  The management of a school 
should be a process where students, teachers, parents and patrons work together to continually 
examine and solve the issues and problems facing any one school.  Students should be aware 
of the issues being discussed and have an equal vote to the rest of the stakeholders.  Currently, 
there are a bare few second-level schools where a platform for this kind of partnership is en-
couraged or supported.  From a democratic perspective, this badly needs to be addressed.  We 
support the principle of participation of children in decision making but to fully implement 
this principle, students need to, first, be included in a real and tangible way, by sitting at the 
table where the decisions are made.  It has always been one of our core beliefs that a student 
representative should sit on the board of management and we will continue to advocate for this 
opportunity until it is practice within every second-level school in Ireland.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Thomas Byrne): I am not going to stop Ms Hayes-Nally but 
I have been more lenient to her than her teacher colleagues so if she could summarise the rest, 
I would appreciate it as we are under huge time pressure.

Ms Jane Hayes-Nally: In terms of an ombudsman, we would have our reservations but 
ultimately feel there is a need to create a specific office that will deal with complaints in regard 
to education.  Our concerns lie with whether one office can effectively investigate a complaint 
and the current capacity of the office to conduct investigations in a timely fashion.  We also 
have reservations regarding the costs.

This charter allows for a real opportunity but our message today is very clear.  We seek 
equality in consultation, equality in a right to organise, to be heard, equality in the right to par-
ticipate in decision making, especially when these decisions affect us more than anyone else.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Thomas Byrne): I thank Ms Hayes-Nally.  The full submis-
sion will be put on the committee’s website and will be taken into account by committee mem-
bers.  I will call on Mr. Paul Rolston to speak next.

Mr. Paul Rolston: The committee will be pleased to learn that our presentation is relatively 
short.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Thomas Byrne): We are here as long as it takes but unfortu-
nately a lot of other speakers have to come in.

Mr. Paul Rolston: I appreciate that.  Our Constitution enshrines the rights of parents as the 
primary educators.  We are happy to see this move.

The National Parents Council, post-primary, is grateful to the joint committee for the oppor-
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tunity to contribute to the pre-legislative scrutiny of the general scheme of the education (parent 
and student charter) Bill 2016.   The Constitution enshrines a parent’s right to educate his or her 
child.  It states that parents are the primary educators of their children.  Research shows that pa-
rental involvement in schools leads to better educational outcomes for children.  We believe the 
proposed Bill will create a more inclusive, open and transparent educational system.  Parents 
want the best educational system that enriches each student’s life and produces an individual 
confident that he or she has been well served and prepared for life as a young adult in his or her 
community.  Thus every student attains an education that realises his or her full potential and 
can contribute positively to society in his or her adult life.

We appreciate and support the positivity of the proposals in the parent and student charter, 
as it places students in the centre of school life and respects and values the role of parents in 
education.  Under the parent and student charter, schools will develop a listening culture and 
will actively seek input from parents on school policies and plans.  Hopefully this will include 
areas like subject choice, communications, feedback etc.  Schools should be open about their 
performance and transparent around school costs.  School costs cannot be a barrier to participa-
tion in the free education system.  Consultation with parents on the cost of delivering academic 
and extra-curricular activities and other services, as well as the cost of books, school uniforms 
and so on is very important and is required.  

Many parents feel excluded from having input into the educational system at secondary 
level.  The number of complaints was referred to earlier.  We want to be consulted on all aspects 
of our children’s education and development and wish to work jointly with school manage-
ment, staff and students on improving communication.  The majority of queries we receive 
from parents relate to guidelines around grievance procedures in post-primary schools.  Parents 
are unsure about how to address problems and issues and are unaware of their right to appeal 
decisions.  A great number of parents who have engaged with us on this matter have described 
themselves as feeling alone and intimidated by the process.  Parents are often afraid to raise an 
issue with their school fearing possible reprisal.  We hope that more parental consultation and 
involvement will ameliorate such problems.  However, if problems do arise, there needs to be a 
clear process to enable parents and schools to resolve issues locally together rather than having 
to resort to official procedures.  Should a complaint escalate however, and be brought to the at-
tention of the ombudsman, the ombudsman’s office must be properly resourced in order to deal 
with the issue.  

The ability for us to communicate effectively with all parents at a school is also a matter of 
serious concern and we feel strongly that every school must facilitate an independent commu-
nication conduit between the parents’ association and the parent body at that school.

The National Parents Council, post-primary, welcomes the opportunity to be involved in 
the consultation along with students, school management bodies and staff and other representa-
tives in order that we can facilitate proper conversation and detailed consultation.  Since the 
announcement of the Bill in December 2016, we have commenced a consultation process with 
parents through our constituent bodies.  This Thursday we will publish a national survey for 
parents of post-primary students on our website www.npcpp.ie

.  On 8 April we will host a free information event in St. Tiernan’s community school in 
Dublin, which again will provide parents with an opportunity to have their voices heard. 

We look forward to sharing the results of the feedback with the Department of Education 
and Skills and with the joint committee.
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Mr. John Boyle: As vice president of the INTO and on behalf of our members and our 
union I thank the Joint Committee on Education and Skills for the invitation to express our 
views on the two proposed Bills.

At the outset, we note that the two Bills are somewhat contradictory.  The Education (Amend-
ment) Bill 2015 is providing for an ombudsman for education and an appeal mechanism against 
decisions of boards of management in respect of grievances against schools, while the proposed 
parent and student charter is proposing various amendments to the legislation governing the 
Ombudsman for Children to enhance the role of that office in dealing with school matters.  The 
INTO is not in favour of two ombudsman offices having responsibility for similar functions 
with regard to the operation of schools.  This is unnecessary and would prove cumbersome, 
costly and confusing.  The focus should be on supporting and resourcing schools in the carry-
ing out of their functions as opposed to requiring accountability for the very same matters in a 
range of fora.

Systems of accountability should be clear, effective, streamlined and not duplicated across 
different fora.  Accountability requirements must also have particular regard to the statutory 
role of boards of management and the provisions of the Education Act 1998.  That Act pre-
scribes that it is the statutory duty of boards of management to manage their schools.  In re-
spect of that statutory responsibility, boards are already accountable to their patrons and the 
Minister.  These provisions are reaffirmed in the governance manual for primary schools and 
in Department Circular 52/2015.  Accordingly, the INTO would have significant reservations 
about section 66 of the Education (Amendment) Bill which is proposing a right of appeal to an 
ombudsman for education “against a decision of the board in respect of an appeal or grievance 
made to the board”.  The INTO notes that the Bill is silent on the detail of how such appeals 
would be conducted.  In terms of fair procedures, any de novo appeal would inevitably require 
a full re-run of the hearing.  That would be a just and fair process.  The INTO reiterates that it 
has serious reservations about any such approach which could unnecessarily prolong matters 
for the parties involved and run counter to the principle of finality in decision-making and the 
statutory functions of boards of management.  However, the INTO draws a distinction between 
a full de novo appeal and a review on procedural grounds.  Similar clarification is required in 
relation to the proposed expansion of the role of the Ombudsman for Children.

In regard to the proposed general scheme of the Education (Parent and Student Charter) Bill 
2016, there does not appear to be any so-called ground-up demand for this, and many schools 
will see the proposals as seeking to address no known problem.  Nevertheless, the INTO is not 
opposed to formalising the terms of relations as currently exist at school level.  In this regard, 
we strongly urge the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Bruton, and the committee to 
note the evidence of the high levels of trust which are placed in Irish schools and educators, as 
evidenced inter alia in the chief inspector’s reports, the OECD’s Education at a Glance report 
and surveys commissioned by the Teaching Council.  The INTO submits that the culture and 
tradition of trust must not be damaged by over-formalising and specification of rights, processes 
or both.

The culture of the Irish primary school system is one of open engagement with parents or 
guardians and the school community.  In this context, it has always been the case that schools 
operate an open door policy, fostering positive dealings with parents and guardians.  Parents 
and guardians are encouraged to come to schools before or after the school day.  Teachers meet 
parents informally and formally every day.  There are regular parent-teacher meetings once or 
twice a year.  This is the culture in which primary schools operate.  The INTO submits that this 



21 March 2017

11

positive engagement culture should be fully acknowledged and supported in any new proposed 
parent and student charter.

In 1993, a huge amount of work was done between management bodies, the Catholic Pri-
mary Schools Management Association, the Church of Ireland Board of Education, Educate 
Together and An Foras Pátrúnachta to agree a formal parental complaints procedure.  That 
procedure is in place and has worked very well in schools.  The first paragraph of the exist-
ing complaints procedure puts it in a nutshell.  It states: “The purpose of this procedure is to 
facilitate the resolution of difficulties where they may arise in an agreed and fair manner.”  The 
emphasis is on the word “resolve”.  Parents or guardians are encouraged to raise their concerns 
informally with the relevant teacher in the first instance, as is right and proper.  If the complaint 
is not resolved, it goes to the board of management following a few short steps.  The existing 
complaints procedure fully complies with fair procedures and due process.  It is incremental in 
approach and it balances opportunities for repeated informal attempts at resolution.

Parents or guardians were not party to the discussion on the complaints procedure in 1993.  
Several years ago the INTO participated in round-table discussions convened by the Depart-
ment on this issue.  Unfortunately, the results of that engagement have not been published.  
While attempts were made by the education partners, particularly at primary level, to develop 
procedures under section 28, it is timely and fitting that this now be progressed.  Existing local 
complaints procedures have been developed and agreed between school management bodies 
and the teacher unions.

The big issue for the INTO is that if there are to be new procedures, there would be a general 
agreement reached between the education partners on a one-size-fits-all procedure for our 3,250 
schools.  There are huge issues in schools-----

Acting Chairman (Deputy Thomas Byrne): I ask the witness to sum up.

Mr. John Boyle: I will.  There are huge issues in schools, primarily with workload.  As well 
as a charter being put into place for students and for parents, the role, rights and responsibilities 
of the teacher also need to be enshrined in charter.

We thank the committee.  Members should have our submission, and will be receiving an 
amended version.

One part of this legislation will probably be necessary.  We hope to engage with the commit-
tee and legislators as the Bill continues toward fruition.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Thomas Byrne): I thank Mr. Boyle.  I will now invite members 
to ask questions.  Although I cannot tell members what to say or do, we should remember that 
the purpose of the meeting is to elicit information and clarify what has been said already.  The 
witnesses have presented very clearly.

Deputy  Carol Nolan: I thank the witnesses for their presentations.  As a teacher for 12 
years, I could identify with many of their observations, especially in terms of the workload and 
paperwork.  It is pragmatic that we look at the implications such a Bill may have in terms of 
legal costs for the Exchequer at a time when things are very frail and when our schools badly 
need resources that have been withdrawn from them.  I agree with all of those points and I thank 
the witnesses again.

Deputy  Jim Daly: I thank the contributors for making their time available and bringing 
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their expertise and experience to help guide us in our deliberations.

I always quote Ruairí Quinn: “Our job is to legislate.”  We have to take advice from the vari-
ous interests, vested and otherwise, and then we have to do the right thing.

There are a couple of issues I would like to address with regard to the Education (Amend-
ment) Bill, which I sponsored.  The Teachers Union of Ireland states that 75% of the complaints 
received by the Ombudsman for Children were deemed outside of his remit.  That has always 
been the issue.  If the Ombudsman for Children is to be accepted as an advocate for education, 
somebody who is going to enhance and protect all partners, I can appreciate how it appears 
that an ombudsman for education would add another layer of bureaucracy and another layer of 
openness and transparency.  If it did add another layer of openness and transparency, it should 
be very welcome.  We are all aware of the horrific events in Tuam back in the day.  Everybody 
wondered why nobody said anything.  What I am trying to do here is bring accountability.  No 
one should be afraid of accountability.

 As a former principal, I am from a teaching background.  I do not think that 95 % or 98 % 
of teachers have anything to fear from an ombudsman for education.  It is not about making life 
difficult for them, it is about enhancing and recognising their role.  It is about vindicating their 
rights in a lot of cases.  Even when they are accused of things that they are not guilty of, it is 
important that there is somebody there to hear them.  I do not accept the claim somebody made 
today that the boards of management are accountable to patrons and the Minister.  It is well 
known that if a parent writes to the Minister to make a complaint about the board of manage-
ment, the first thing the Minister will say is that he has no role or function relating to a board of 
management.  I therefore reject that claim.

To return to the advocacy role of an ombudsman for education, my issue with the Ombuds-
man for Children is that his remit is too narrow, as is evident from 75% of the complaints.  
Somebody said - it might have been the TUI representative but I apologise if I am wrong - it is 
only 300 complaints per year in the context of 4,000 schools and 917,000 students.  However, 
the vast majority of parents would not dream of contacting the Ombudsman for Children with 
a complaint about their school or the board of management.  They would not be aware of it as 
an avenue.  Certainly in my role as a public representative I have advised several people but 
otherwise it would never dawn on them.  They just get frustrated and go home.  Some are very 
capable and use it but many are not aware of it.

An ombudsman for education would be somebody who is specifically qualified in the area 
of education and who would understand education and be devoted to it.  The person would 
understand the Education Acts to the letter, the constitution of boards of management and the 
rights of teachers.  Teachers are victims in our schools as well, in a minority of cases.  I abso-
lutely accept that trust in schools and in the school system is hugely intact.  This is not a state-
ment that people do not have trust in our school system.  I am referring to the minority of cases, 
the few occurrences not of bad apples but just where things go wrong when somebody does 
not do their job and the accountability to the parent in that situation, as opposed to the board of 
management where the principal tells the board, “There is nothing here, so move on”.  The vast 
majority of principals are superb, overworked and overloaded.  This is not an attack on them 
but a recognition of them.

However, there are teachers in our system who require the assistance and guidance of an 
ombudsman.  Such an ombudsman could advocate for the rights of the teacher.  A teacher can-
not go to the Ombudsman for Children.  They are over the age of 18 years and are not children.  
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We have the Pensions Ombudsman and the Ombudsman for the Defence Forces.  Why can we 
not have a dedicated ombudsman for the largest sector with the largest organisation and largest 
cohort of people to vindicate the rights of all the partners?  The principals can be victims of their 
boards of management.  This is about somebody who is exclusively committed and dedicated 
to education and knows it inside out.  That is not the remit of the Ombudsman for Children.  
That is what I am trying to achieve for this huge sector.  The ombudsman could be an advocate 
against the Government.  For example, the ombudsman could lobby the Government on why 
the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs, EPSEN, Act has been in place for 
so many years and is not yet implemented.  The role of an ombudsman for education would be 
to bang the drum, day in and day out, to ask the Government to do what it should be doing to 
vindicate the rights of children with special educational needs.

That is what I envisage with an ombudsman for education.  I believe the witnesses have not 
looked at this from the right angle when they express a fear that this is something that would be 
unwelcome, cause more bureaucracy and accountability, require more answering and so forth.  
What if one asked the Ombudsman for Children for his view on the current situation with junior 
certificate reform?  He does not have a view on that.  He is not qualified in that area.  However, 
an ombudsman for education would roll up his or her sleeves, get involved and make a state-
ment on it.  Such an ombudsman would take on board the views of all the partners and would 
be qualified to do so.  That is what I am seeking.

There is a budget of approximately €9 billion for this sector.  We could afford an ombuds-
man from that €9 billion budget.  To put it in context, the Ombudsman for Children costs ap-
proximately €2 million per year.  There are approximately 5,000 children in State care and 
about one quarter of that number require a voice in court.  We spend €16 million on that, yet 
we spend only €2 million on giving every other child in the country a voice.  This proposal is 
not something to be feared.  It is not an attack on the education system or about hanging out to 
dry teachers or boards of management.  It is about vindicating the rights of all the partners in 
education and having a suitably qualified professional person who will ensure the Government 
produces timely legislative responses to current issues.  Those issues could be teachers’ rights, 
teachers’ qualification issues or issues where qualifications are not recognised.

An ombudsman for education is all-encompassing, so it is a narrow focus to suggest sub-
suming it into the Office of the Ombudsman for Children.  That misses the point completely 
and does not do the teaching profession, which the organisations represent and for which I have 
enormous regard as I come from that background, any justice either.  Teachers can be victims 
of fellow staff members, their principals or the boards of management.  Where do they turn?  
I accept they turn to the organisations represented by the witnesses, but that is not their job.  
They should not have to be rolling up their sleeves in that regard.  If there was an independent, 
suitably qualified, professional ombudsman for education to deal with these issues, it would be 
a win-win for everybody.  I ask the witnesses to re-evaluate their approach to this on that basis.

I thank Ms Jane Hayes-Nally for her questions.  I have addressed the issue of cost.  The cost 
is minuscule in the greater scheme.  If there is a budget of €9 billion, spending €1 million or 
€2 million of that sum on ensuring better outcomes for everybody involved is a pittance.  We 
should not be hanging ourselves on the cost or saying that it will take from delivery of other 
services.  One of the witnesses made a statement about all the other services that are under 
pressure.  This would not take from those services in any way, shape or form.  The Office of 
the Ombudsman for Children does not have the capacity to deal with the education sector.  The 
health service has the Health Information and Quality Authority, HIQA, and other bodies.  Edu-
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cation deserves this and it is time we all accepted that, as opposed to feeling fear about it and 
knocking it on the head.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Thomas Byrne): I gave Deputy Jim Daly some latitude be-
cause it is his Bill and it was important for him to make that contribution.  However, we are 
trying to elicit the views of the witnesses.  Does anybody else wish to speak?

Senator  Robbie Gallagher: I welcome the witnesses.  I complimented the Deputy on 
the last occasion for starting this conversation and I do so again today.  I am heartened by the 
presentations, both on the last occasion and today, that this is not a serious issue.  Most of the 
problems that arise are dealt with at local level and the infrastructure is in place to do that.  
However, it is clear there is an issue when it is not possible to resolve a matter at local level.  
Putting a mechanism in place to deal with such situations is the challenge we face.  Based on 
the contributions I have heard, I do not underestimate the challenge of trying to get to a point 
where there is consensus on this.  The witnesses have highlighted many issues.  I am not saying 
they are unwarranted, as they are, but it puts into sharp focus the challenge the committee faces 
in trying to get consensus on this issue.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: I welcome the witnesses and thank them for their submissions.  I 
feel extremely ambivalent as to what is the right thing to do.  I agree with much of what Deputy 
Jim Daly said but I also understand the issue.  I tend to look at matters through the lens of class, 
disadvantage and DEIS schools.  My initial reaction is there is a huge need for an ombudsman 
with regard to those areas, especially when there are parents and families in communities who 
would struggle to advocate for themselves.  In fact, sometimes as they do not even realise they 
are being short-changed or mistreated, complaints will never be made.  Sometimes, too, they 
do not know they have a right to make a complaint about their child’s education or how their 
child is being treated.

I can give an example, and I was quite proud of the students concerned.  In the past few 
months, four students from a Tallaght school contacted me about a suspension each of them 
had received which they did not feel was warranted.  They wanted to know what to do so they 
contacted me on Facebook.  I was delighted they took the initiative to contact me.  When I 
contacted the school and went through the school’s policies it turned out they were right.  They 
should not have been suspended from school.  Two of them are in leaving certificate year and 
the policy and procedure of the school had not been followed.  I tried to help their parents to 
go to the school and appeal that decision for their children.  It was the same teacher who had 
done this on a single day in the school.  The parents told me what the school had told them.  It 
was said about one child that as he was a senior student he was suspended because he should 
be setting an example for the school and that the school did not follow policy and procedure if 
it was a senior student.  That is a ridiculous thing to say, but this type of thing is happening all 
the time.  The parents are coming away with this information and not realising that they are not 
being given a logical argument.  It is just teachers trying to justify the decision they made on 
that day.  When I tried to support the parents in going to the board of management they were 
fearful.  They did not want to do it.  They did not feel confident enough.  They did not think 
they had the ability or the language to go to the board to advocate and fight that.  The issue is 
dealing with such situations.

There is also the matter of student councils.  If one conducts an audit of schools that claim 
to have student councils one will find it is not true.  There are no student councils and they are 
not meeting.  The students do not have a voice.  My daughter, who was a student representative, 
used to follow her teacher around the school asking when a student council meeting would be 
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held when they were not taking place.  I feel there is a need for something such as an education 
ombudsman.

We also have people continuing in education beyond the age of 18, such as people with 
intellectual disabilities or those doing further learning.  Where does that fall in terms of com-
plaints procedures with the children’s ombudsman?  Is there another avenue for those com-
plaints?  There is a broader realm of education beyond the age of 18 which does not fall into the 
remit of the children’s ombudsman.

Ms Leydon made a very important point about policy needing to create a culture shift.  
While I think that is right, I do not know whether this Bill achieves it.  I do not think we can 
scare teachers into behaving or teaching differently.

I would love input as to what type of policies can move us to the point at which teachers 
change their culture.  Resources and capital are missing from many schools, but that should not 
change the attitude of the teacher to the children.  The stress that teachers are under is having an 
effect on the students.  While the financial support must be in place, something has to be done 
in the meantime in the absence of resources in order that children are not losing out.  I feel some 
ambivalence on this, although I am taking on what the witnesses are saying.  My instinct is to 
protect those most marginalised and most disadvantaged.  I might have rung up an ombudsman 
a few times in the past five years if he had been in place.

Deputy  Jim Daly: The National Parents Council did not give any view on the ombudsman.  
Does Mr. Rolston have a view?

Mr. Paul Rolston: We addressed it within our submission.  Our view would be that there 
has to be adequate facility, whether that be a new ombudsman’s office or somebody in a current 
role.  We feel very strongly that the rights that this parents’ charter should bring would make 
that available.  We do not have a position as to whether it should be one or the other.  The provi-
sion of adequate facility should be in place.

Ms Anne McElduff: I hear what Deputy Daly is saying about an education ombudsman be-
ing there to advocate for everybody.  However, he is presenting a contradictory view about how 
an ombudsman for education would work.  There are many advocates and Senator Ruane has 
articulated some of the reasons we need them.  The arguments are for more resources for special 
needs, smaller class sizes, more relief for teaching principals in order that they can interact with 
parents, and more delegated posts in schools.  It is the resources we need, not the advocacy.

As presented, the Bill is solely an appeal mechanism for parents and students for complaints 
which currently are dealt with at school level.  This is a further appeal on top of that.  We think 
that is unnecessary.  It will end up in multiple hearings, which will cost a huge amount of time 
and take the focus away from resources, supports and resolution mechanisms.  We want to hear 
the concerns and complaints of parents.  We want to be open about that and to address it.  How-
ever, we need to do so effectively and not through multiple layers of appeals.  The Education 
(Amendment) Bill as structured would end up like that, according to my reading of it.  Section 
66 in particular, as it is written, raises serious concerns for us in terms of practicalities.

Ms Moira Leydon: Deputy Daly is obviously very passionate about this but I feel there is 
a misplaced focus.  Like my colleague, Ms McElduff, I read the Bill and interpreted it as an ap-
peals mechanism dealing with complaints, whereas the other legislation is about culture change 
plus the changing of section 28 of the Education Act to deal better with complaints.  I am also 
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concerned about the broad remit the Deputy is attributing to a potential ombudsman for educa-
tion.

As legislators, the members need to be very clear about their role.  Legislators have roles, 
as do civil servants.  Industrial relations mechanisms have a role in dealing with teachers who 
are being treated badly and so on.  We have established structures to deal with issues that arise 
in the course of employment, public management and education.  We believe that the Office of 
the Ombudsman for Children should have an extended remit and should be better supported to 
deal with these problems.

I compliment Senator Ruane.  The last time I met her we were at a lecture in the Royal Irish 
Academy where she spoke very passionately about the invisibility of disadvantage and the way 
the disadvantaged are not listened to.  I would make the point that children are people.  Their 
needs should not be dealt with on a segregated basis.  They should not be told, “This is your 
education bit but the fact that the HSE has not delivered on your special needs supports is dealt 
with by another office.”  The nature of the office that is proposed in the Bill, which is all we 
have to go on, would end up being very short-sighted because its remit would not cover the 
entire needs of the child as he or she grows and progresses.  For those reasons, we would be 
concerned about whether the Deputy’s Bill will achieve what he would like it to achieve, and 
whether there are other mechanisms in place which would do so.

Mr. John MacGabhann: I hope I will not repeat too much of what my colleagues have 
said.  We want schools to work and to work more effectively.  That means we want them to 
work for the students.  The purpose is to serve the interests of the students.

The fact is schools are struggling at the moment.  Resources have been pared back; no-
body denies that.  In particular, schools are struggling to maintain pastoral structures that were 
just about at the point of being embedded when economic disaster struck.  In respect of what 
Senator Ruane said, I was a teacher for 24 years in a Tallaght school and I saw things improve 
because resources improved.  Precisely the point the Senator made about confidence began to 
become evident in the community.  People - parents and students - began to become empow-
ered.  They also had local structures that they understood and local access that they could use.  
My problem with Deputy Daly’s Bill is that it will create another remote, statutory satellite.  If 
there is one thing we have plenty of in the sky above education, it is satellites.  We have any 
number of them.

Deputy Daly has described a remit that is very broad.  Among the things included in it is, 
essentially, the remit of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment.  The Deputy in-
cluded what is already very explicitly within the remit of other statutory bodies.  In that context, 
something as broad and vast as the junior cycle would absorb resources in a manner that would 
not allow the sort of access that Senator Ruane has sought.  What we want to do is make schools 
work.  That involves, among other things, making student councils work and making them 
meaningful.  We do not have an objection to student councils or any fear of culture change.  We 
are attempting day by day to engineer that change but we are fighting against a resource tide that 
has been ebbing.  That is the fundamental problem we have faced.

We are open to improving the situation.  I very specifically take the point the Senator has 
made about those in more marginalised communities finding it an awful lot more difficult to 
access the pretty complex and arcane structures we put in place.  That is precisely why it is in 
the school context that problems should be addressed.
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On the charter Bill, it would be ruinous if each school was required to reinvent the wheel, 
as my colleague has said, on foot of guidelines issued by the Minister.  There must be some 
standardisation here.  Only then will we get consistency and fairness and the reassurance for 
parents that there is consistency and fairness.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Thomas Byrne): I thank Mr. MacGabhann.  On behalf of 
the committee and the Chairman, who was unfortunately detained elsewhere for the past hour, 
I thank the witnesses for coming before us today.  It was a very informative and productive 
session and their views were extremely clearly put.  I am very grateful to all of them.  We all 
learned a lot from today’s insights and observations.  It is good at times to be challenged with 
views we did not have before we came into the committee room.  We experienced that today, for 
which I thank the delegations.  I wish the teacher unions all the best in their conference season.  
As their officers reach the end of their terms of office, I thank them for their work on behalf of 
their members.  All of the teacher unions do tremendous work.

  Sitting suspended at 5.30 p.m. and resumed at 5.50 p.m.

  Deputy Fiona O’Loughlin resumed the Chair.

Implications of Brexit for the Irish Educational System: Discussion

Chairman: Everybody is in situ.  This part of the meeting involves a discussion on the pos-
sible impact of Brexit on the Irish educational system.  We will have the opportunity to listen to 
the views of stakeholders in this very important area.  I took the opportunity over the weekend 
to look at statistics regarding Irish students abroad.  In 2016, 12,000 Irish students studied in the 
UK while 2,000 studied in Northern Ireland.  They are studying different subjects in the UK and 
Northern Ireland for different reasons but if 14,000 students suddenly decided that they were 
going to study in the Republic of Ireland, it would have significant implications for capacity 
here.  We are all very familiar with the various arguments relating to the Cassells report and the 
need for further funding in the third-level sector.  If the 1,500 Irish students abroad who receive 
SUSI grants could not receive these grants because of the UK being outside the EU, this issue, 
combined with that of the other 12,500 students involved, could have huge implications.  Aside 
from the impact on our institutions and students, the area of research and collaboration between 
us, the UK and Northern Ireland is another issue.

We are delighted to have a number of witnesses here, all of whom are welcome.  I thank 
them for their patience in waiting outside.  I welcome Dr. Graham Love, chief executive of the 
Higher Education Authority, HEA.  I understand that he has been in this position for a week so 
I wish him the very best of luck.  I also welcome Dr. Gemma Irvine, head of policy and strate-
gic planning at the HEA; Professor Jane Ohlmeyer, chairperson of the Irish Research Council; 
Professor Brian MacCraith, president of Dublin City University, DCU - who was with us previ-
ously; and Mr. John McGrane, director general, and Mr. Paul Lynam, head of sectoral policy, 
from the British Irish Chamber of Commerce.  It is important to look at other sectors outside 
education.  Finally, I welcome Mr. Ned Costello, CEO of the Irish Universities Association; Mr. 
Jeremy Godfrey, board chairman, and Mr. Vincent McCarthy, chair and board member, from 
the International School of Dublin - an institution on which there could be a significant impact; 
and Ms Triona McCormack, director of research at UCD Research and Innovation.  I thank the 
witnesses for their submissions and opening statements.  I advise witnesses that these will be 
published on our website following the meeting.  While we are very happy to receive the sub-
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missions, all of which the members have had an opportunity to read, I suggest that witnesses 
do not have to stick to the submissions but can instead give shortened versions.  Members will 
then have the opportunity to ask questions.

I draw the attention of witnesses to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defama-
tion Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to the 
committee.  However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a par-
ticular matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified privilege 
in respect of their evidence.  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 House or an official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  I 
invite Professor MacCraith to make his opening statement.

Professor Brian MacCraith: I will try to summarise my opening statement as much as 
possible because I realise that many of my colleagues have very similar points to make so in 
order to save time, I will cut it down.  We think there are four main areas of relevance and one 
key challenge.  In terms of student flows, which would be the first area, and picking up on the 
point made by the Chairman about the 12,000 Irish students in the UK, we believe there are 
three reasons why Irish students are in the UK.  One is that distinctive programmes are offered 
there that are not available here.  The second reason is excellent students who would probably 
be getting into universities like Oxford and Cambridge.  The third reason is an inability to get 
into equivalent degree programmes in Ireland.  The key point we would make is that if there is 
no increase in capacity here, this will increase competition for places in Ireland with two poten-
tial consequences.  One is a potential increase in CAO points in specific programmes that are 
competitive and the second is the displacement of students who would otherwise have obtained 
places.

In the broader context and looking at international students, I would distinguish two cohorts.  
One consists of EU students, who will now be international students in a post-Brexit UK.  They 
may well see Ireland as a very attractive proposition, although, as we know, many continental 
European universities are offering programmes through English so there will be a competitive 
space there.  We must also include broader geopolitical developments.  There is very clear 
evidence that looking at Brexit on its own is not really sufficient.  One must look at Brexit in 
terms of what is happening in the US and elsewhere - anywhere with immigration issues.  For 
example, a report in yesterday’s edition of The Financial Times stated that Indian students, 
who might have traditionally looked at the US in terms of MBAs and finance degrees, are now 
thinking about other English-speaking countries.  We would argue that there is a huge potential 
international student opportunity - both EU and non-EU - from the combination of Brexit and 
other factors.

The second point relates to staff mobility.  DCU is already seeing evidence of significant 
increases in numbers of EU academics currently based in UK universities looking to move 
elsewhere.  Again, the combination of cultural instability, immigration policies and a general 
feeling of not being welcome is causing those academics to consider moving.  If we couple that 
with a potential inability to avail of the huge Horizon 2020 funding for research and innovation, 
it is causing those academics to think of Ireland as a more attractive proposition.

I wish to address North-South engagement.  As the university nearest the Border, DCU has 
put huge emphasis on the cross-Border mobility of staff and students and recognises that it can 
play a significant role in the stabilisation of peace on the island.  We highlighted the issue of the 
inequity in the points system that was preventing large numbers of Northern Ireland students 
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from coming South.  This has now been fixed following the highlighting of the issue.  We have 
put various scholarships in place.  It would be a source of grave concern to us if, as a conse-
quence of a hard Brexit, all the effort to attract these students from Northern Ireland, which is 
only an hour away, was nullified.  In respect of academic staff, one of the great deficiencies is 
the fact that there is no mechanism for establishing North-South research centres.  Again, this 
could create significant contributions to an all-island economy, as well as the mobility of staff 
back and forth.

I could keep elaborating on the potential opportunities, and there are many, but the single 
biggest challenge we must highlight is the constraint afforded by the absorbative capacity of 
the system here in many different ways.  The committee has heard one of them discussed previ-
ously.  It is the unsustainable funding model, as highlighted by the Cassells report.  If this is not 
addressed, it will ultimately result in a significant drop in quality with consequent reputational 
damage.  International students and international staff will not want to come here in such a situ-
ation.  Insufficient capital funding to provide the necessary expansion and upgrade of teaching, 
learning and research infrastructure will have the same consequence.  A very important issue, 
particularly for international students, is the inadequate supply of suitable and affordable ac-
commodation for students.  International students look for high-quality accommodation and of-
ten their decisions are made on the basis of that.  As members are aware, we are already dealing 
with a significant challenge for our own students in Ireland.  We are trying to take advantage of 
the huge potential to attract international students by making Ireland what the HEA has called a 
“student talent magnet” but we do so in the face of an infrastructural deficit.

We are delighted that this committee is addressing and highlighting the issues and hopefully 
they will be incorporated into the Brexit negotiations.  There are massive opportunities for the 
sector in terms of staff quality, research, the quality of students and the general benefits of inter-
nationalisation but there are huge challenges as regards absorptive capacity.

Ms Triona McCormack: I will pick up on a couple of points made by Professor MacCraith 
but I want to focus on research and on the need for investment in the system, as well as staffing 
issues.

World-class research and the creation of knowledge is a borderless activity in which we 
are all engaged.  International networks are incredibly important and UCD is no different from 
other Irish institutions in that the UK is our most significant and primary partner.  Knowledge 
networks provide a shared resource base to create new insights, new products and the things 
that drive our economies and societies forward.  It is important that we can manage and main-
tain those knowledge networks as we move into the future and, as a key partner, the UK is a 
significant part of that so we will have to look at bilateral arrangements if it is no longer part of 
the Horizon 2020 EU funding system, which has been the backbone of knowledge networks for 
the past number of years.  In 2014-2015 the UK received over €1 billion in funding from that 
source, allowing it to employ 9,000 researchers.  It is a really significant resource base that has 
allowed its economy to advance.

It is important to maintain our partnerships but Brexit also allows Irish universities an op-
portunity to access some of that funding.  It is not inevitable, however, as there are competing 
member states and Germany, for example, is a high attractor of research funding, as are Italy, 
France and the Netherlands.  It is critical to look at constraints within our own system, such 
as infrastructure and basic funding and, as Professor MacCraith said, absorptive capacity from 
the point of view of staffing, to enable us to capitalise on the opportunity.  The priority given to 
research and innovation in Theresa May’s statement on 17 January was very clear and the UK 
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is steadfast in its belief in the value of funding for research and innovation.  It has committed 
some of its own resources to make up for the gap.  We need to be as steadfast in our belief in 
the importance of that funding and we need to make the necessary investments because they 
have real impacts.

Research funding can be seen in the context of the overall health of the economy and indus-
try needs to maintain its export profile in the face of a very challenging Brexit environment.  We 
have been looking at how we, as a public sector organisation, assist our industries to be more 
competitive in this space and move beyond commodity products, which are very important to 
some sectors such as the agrisector, which have been impacted by the weakness in sterling.  The 
mushroom industry is a good example because 80% of sales are in the UK and it was called 
the earliest casualty of Brexit when a number of mushroom facilities shut down in October and 
November.  One company, Monaghan Mushrooms, is surviving and, indeed, thriving and we 
have worked with the company to assess the impact of vitamin D in its mushrooms, which has 
given it a growth opportunity.  We need to do such things with more of our industries to help 
Brexit-proof them and research and innovation is a means of doing that.

UCD has a significant international student base and 25%, or more than 7,000, of our stu-
dents are from abroad but I echo the challenges mentioned by Professor MacCraith in infra-
structure, the cost of living and the cost of housing.  We have put an additional 350 units on our 
campus this year but it is a continuous challenge to meet the demands of new incoming students 
and that will continue to put pressure on the system.  UCD is a research-intensive university 
with a highly international profile of both staff and students and we want to be part of capitalis-
ing on the opportunity that Brexit presents.  We see ourselves as part of the Irish solution, North 
and South.

Chairman: I come from a family who grew mushrooms in Kildare and when I was at col-
lege I was too well aware of the fluctuation in sterling and how much it meant for the money I 
got when I went back to college on a Sunday evening.

Mr. Ned Costello: The big imponderable is how the UK disengages from the EU Single 
Market, in particular in the context of the four freedoms, namely, the free movement of people, 
capital, goods and services.  We still do not know how this will turn out.  The free movement of 
people is the one I would highlight because of its relevance to research and it will be critical to 
see how the UK engages with EU research programmes.  Switzerland made proposals to change 
its immigration system and that had an immediate effect on its relationship with the EU in terms 
of its participation in the framework.

The Chairman mentioned the 11,000 students from Ireland studying in the UK, which rep-
resents over 6% of our own domestic student population.  It amounts to a small university or a 
couple of medium-sized ITs.  As Professor MacCraith said, if there is a significant perturbation 
of those numbers there will be major implications for the plans arising from the Cassells re-
port.  The number of UK students coming to Ireland increased by 38% between 2012 and 2015, 
possibly because of the £9,000 fee in the UK.  However, the most up-to-date data from UCAS 
in the UK show that in academic year 2017-2018 there was a 10% decrease in applications to 
Ireland from England, Scotland and Wales and a further 18% reduction in the number of Irish 
students applying to UK universities.  There are tangible impacts already.

We do not have data for the number of UK staff in Irish universities but there is a common 
labour market between Ireland and the UK for academic staff so this is a concern.  We have a 
portal, universityvacancies.com, for jobs in academia.  What we have seen from that is that there 
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was a significant increase month on month last year relative to the year before in the number of 
people hitting that portal from the UK.  People are definitely looking to Ireland.  We know that 
there are 2,300 Irish staff working in the UK.  The position of these staff is obviously a concern.

Those are some of the downsides.  As for the upsides, I will echo the comments that people 
have made.  With regard to international students, international education is a big focus of 
Ireland’s education strategy.  We are definitely seeing numbers, which are in my opening state-
ment, reflecting a lessening of interest from international non-EU students in the UK.  That is 
absolutely a potential opportunity for Ireland.  Again, I echo what has been said by other col-
leagues here in that the capacity of the system is an issue.

We need to see this in the overall context and in a supportive environment for higher educa-
tion.  We need a system in which we address the systemic funding issues and in which we need 
more flexibility on the staffing and regulation side.  I should mention that because the UK sys-
tem is much less regulated than our system, particularly when it comes to the autonomy of in-
stitutions in how they manage staffing contracts, remuneration architecture and all of that.  We 
need that as well.  We need some improvement on the sort of nexus between the Garda National 
Immigration Bureau, GNIB, and the justice side of things in terms of stay-on opportunities for 
international students to capitalise on those students as well.  We believe that a holistic package 
needs to be put together to capitalise fully on the opportunities and to counteract some of the 
very definite downsides that we can see emerging.

Chairman: I thank the witness.  The whole area of visas and residents’ permits are certainly 
critical in how we can attract more students, especially non-EU students.  I ask Mr. John Mc-
Grane to make his submission.

Mr. John McGrane: Go raibh maith agat, a Chathaoirligh.  I feel like the man who, if he 
had more time, would have written a shorter letter in terms of the challenges of summarising.  
Understanding that all of the contributors here today share many points in common and that the 
data are also well understood, I will come at this from the point of view of the organisation that 
I have the privilege of leading.

The British Irish Chamber of Commerce is a trade body.  We are for the championing of 
trade between the two islands, Britain and Ireland, and for the more than 400,000 jobs that are 
sustained by the trade corridor between the islands today.  It is not just about employers and 
the employment creation, it is about what that does in civic society.  It is those jobs and those 
investments by employers that create well-being throughout the two islands.  It is about the 
security that it gives to all.  I might extract one or two passages of relevance to that theme and 
then draw out a couple of observations.

In our submission, we noted from our perspective the huge powerhouse for research that is 
the UK.  That is what is in play here alongside Ireland’s response to it, which has been com-
mented upon by the practitioners in the sector.  I will insert one or two points.  The UK is cur-
rently involved in more Horizon 2020 projects than any other country in Europe.  Last year, UK 
universities received about £1 billion in research grants and contracts from EU sources.  The 
most immediate impact of Brexit for the sector, as has been referenced, has been the anecdotal 
evidence that UK researchers have been dropped as partners from collaborative projects.

There are also collaborations between the UK and Ireland in this space.  Collaborations 
between academics from different countries are immensely important as they tend to lead to 
research with greater impact.  The Royal Society in the UK notes that between 2005 and 2014, 
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there were 16,655 co-authored papers between academics in the UK and Ireland.  As previously 
outlined, the biggest concern for the UK academic community is whether British academics 
will still be able to collaborate across EU borders with their European peers, including those 
in Ireland.  UK and Irish research institutions also collaborate extensively under such pro-
grammes.  There are currently in excess of 900 collaborative links under Horizon 2020.  Since 
the commencement of Horizon 2020, 13% of all successfully funded Irish research projects 
have included at least one UK-based partner.  In the past 12 months, that number has risen to 
about 40%.  We are massively intertwined in these matters.

What would we say about all of that backdrop and the other things that have been submit-
ted?  The first thing we would say is that we should never waste a good crisis.  We have a crisis.  
Our neighbour has a crisis of democratic making which now sees a trapping inside a walled UK 
economy and community of massive research power, intellectual property, operational knowl-
edge and capability to collaborate.  That is now trapped.  It is not a long-term thing.  It is not two 
years or ten years away.  It is second only to foreign currency collapse and the effect on mush-
room farmers on Ireland.  This is one of the most immediate manifestations of the downside of 
Brexit for everybody involved, not just for the UK.  It is not just anecdotal.

The patron of the British Irish Chamber of Commerce is Mr. Niall FitzGerald, one of Ire-
land’s greatest living industrialists and employment creators, who careered in Unilever and 
chaired Reuters.  What is little known, apart from his chairing of Munster Rugby, God bless 
him, is the fact that he is the president of the Leverhulme Trust, which curates a €4 billion 
legacy of Lord Lever, the soapmaker, to foster education and research in Britain.  Parts of that 
€4 billion are dispensed every year to wonderful research projects, many of which collaborate 
with Irish researchers, Irish third level institutes and European institutes.  In that capacity, Mr. 
FitzGerald would tell the committee that there is not a week that goes by in which he does not 
get a call from a vice chancellor in a UK university saying that they are in crisis, not two or ten 
years away but now, because researchers are feeling a very cold wind of change and feeling 
very unwelcome inside the UK today.

They are unwelcome.  The question is: are we ready?  As has been referenced by Mr. Brian 
MacCraith and others, there is a legitimate capacity question and a digestibility question here.  
We would go further.  We were recently proud to take a request from the Lord Mayor of Dublin, 
Brendan Carr, to produce a small piece of work, both in literature form and in video form, called 
“Greater Dublin is Greater Than Ever”, to counter a spinning campaign in the UK and beyond 
that says that Dublin and Ireland would not be ready to take investment by banks, educational 
establishments, other employment creators and other value creators and that we do not have 
enough offices, homes, a regulator with the right amount of will and capacity, and international 
baccalaureate schools.

These concerns have all been relayed to me personally inside meeting rooms in London 
and the rest of Britain.  Most of it has some traceability to some anecdotal truth, but most of 
it is wrong in quantum, data and currency, as in, how current is the information.  Most of it is 
outdated.  Therefore, we have been telling people that Dublin does have offices and will have 
by the time they get here.  We have been telling them that Dublin has educational capacity and 
it will have it by the time they get here.  We have been telling them that it has international bac-
calaureate capacity coming on stream beyond the very good if small number of capacity institu-
tions that are working here today.  We are delighted to see that one particular promoting group is 
bringing on stream an 800-seat international baccalaureate school in Dublin in just over a year’s 
time to commence in autumn 2018.
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We feel the need not just to know that this is coming but to tell people that this is coming.  
The first thing is perception.  Perception is creating its own reality.  This is an immediate burn-
ing platform right now.  Educators, researchers and funders will not wait around to know what 
happens to Ms Theresa May’s two-year negotiation space, which is likely to be several years 
longer than that.  We are in the business of dealing with the issues but being realistic about what 
is possible.  We must allow ourselves to think inventively. There are many other people who do 
not have a solution in full right now.  We should gather up our portfolio of reasons Ireland can 
be a solution to our neighbour’s legitimate problem and create, as we have announced last week 
through a speech given by Mr. Niall FitzGerald as patron of the chamber, the concept of an 
Ireland and UK powerhouse.  There is nothing against our European allegiance and credentials 
whatsoever in this.  It recognises that Ireland is a peripheral and geographically remote piece of 
the European Union; a small island behind a slightly larger island with which we always have 
shared geography and many other shared cultural and community links.  We are not forgetting 
these factors and for the building on these in order see what the opportunities are.  I will round 
out by saying that on this island 50 years ago a great man, Dr. T. K. Whitaker, stepped forward 
into the political and public service space at a time when as an island, a country and a people 
Ireland had far less resources and far more uncertainty than we have today, which is consider-
able.  He refused to dream small; he thought big and delivered big with the Seán Lemass Ad-
ministration and other good politicians around the whole of the public service at that time.  He 
said that if Ireland did not think big it would lose big.  At that stage Ireland had its young people 
leaving on the hoof alongside our cattle.  One of the primary things championed by Dr. Whita-
ker was the investment in our education sector.  As a result Ireland has now become one of the 
best performing economies in the world with a tremendous foreign direct investment strategy 
and the clustering of smaller business development around that.  All of this is underpinned by a 
wonderful education system, which is challenged.  We now need to think what is the opportu-
nity and what would we do if we were told that we had six months in which to win the case to 
be the solution - or a significant part of the solution for our neighbour’s problem.  What would 
we do in six months, not six years or 16 years?  Some things will take longer, and that is ap-
propriate, but to take a national emergency and opportunity plan view from this situation we 
must ask what needs to be done and to go across the water with our friends and ask what will it 
take for Ireland to be the next best solution for a partner island that has a problem on its hands.  
Education, research and third level structuring are core to what lies next.  As a trade body we 
are proud to be associated with the great education establishments of the State and we commit 
to working closely with them towards that end over the coming weeks and months. 

Chairman: I thank Mr. McGrane.  There is no doubt that Seán Lemass and T.K. Whitaker 
were great men with huge vision and commitment.  They completely recognised the need for a 
very advanced education system to give everybody in Ireland the opportunity to achieve their 
potential through second and third level education.  When Mr. McGrane made reference to 
these two men I was cognisant of the fact that Deputy Thomas Byrne, Senator Robbie Gallagher 
and I attended the funeral this morning of the daughter of Seán Lemass.  Ar dheis Dé go raibh a 
hanam.  On behalf of the committee I wish to extend condolences to our colleague Deputy Seán 
Haughey and to the family.

I believe Mr. Godfrey or Mr. Mc Carthy will speak next.

Mr. Jeremy Godfrey: I thank the Chairman and the members for this opportunity to give 
evidence today.  The International School of Dublin is the only school in Ireland that offers 
the international baccalaureate curriculum at primary level.  The International Baccalaureate’s 
mission is to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create a 
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better and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and respect, as Professor 
MacCraith said when he spoke of the importance of international education.

I will now introduce myself.  I relocated to Dublin three and a half years ago, after 20 years 
in Hong Kong, to take up a position in the public service in Ireland.  In Hong Kong I was the 
chairman of two international schools in an environment where the international education 
sector was much more mature and developed than it is here.  I am joined by my colleague Mr. 
Vincent Mc Carthy who is a member of the board of the International School of Dublin.  In his 
day job Mr. Mc Carthy is the chief executive of the Festival of Curiosity.

I wish to speak on four points - why Brexit could increase demand for international school 
provision in Ireland; the current state of international school provision; how international edu-
cation provision might evolve; and policy recommendations.  We have some insights into the 
demand for international schooling from contacts with our parent body, contacts with multi-
national companies, chambers of commerce, embassies, IDA Ireland and through a research 
project we commissioned from Grant Thornton in 2016.  A consistent message from all these 
sources is that when executives are offered the chance to relocate, apart from work consider-
ations, housing and education for their children are the two most important considerations when 
deciding whether to take up a position.  In our research we have heard anecdotal evidence of 
people who had turned down posts in Ireland because of the lack of what they considered to be 
suitable education for their children.

As a result of Brexit, Ireland will be competing with other EU economies for multinational 
operations relocating from the UK.  Ireland’s success in attracting this investment will partly 
depend on the ability to offer suitable educational options for the children of the executives who 
would come here.  Our research suggests several characteristics of the ideal type of interna-
tional school.  One factor is that it would provide education from pre-kindergarten all the way 
through to sixth form because people come with children of different ages and they like to know 
that their children will be able to go to the same school, and that the schooling would be avail-
able as the children grow older.  Another feature would be that the international baccalaureate 
is provided.  As the gold standard programme offered around the world, people could be sure 
that if they come to Ireland and their children do the international baccalaureate here they could 
be prepared if their parents take another overseas posting, and they could take up the interna-
tional baccalaureate again.  The programme also has a very good record of preparing people to 
go back into national systems of education.  Fees are another characteristic to be considered.  
People would like the fees for an international education to be comparable to those of other 
fee-paying schools in the Dublin area.  They would like the school to be a not-for-profit school 
with a strong community spirit.  They would also like an international school to be not just for 
international students with a leavening of about 25% to 35% of the school body to consist of 
local students, maybe returnees from the Irish diaspora or local families whose children might 
like to study overseas in the future and would like the international baccalaureate curriculum.  
This is an extremely important implication of Brexit for Ireland and being able to provide 
education for the children of relocating executives may be more an economic question than an 
educational one.

People may say that Ireland is not ready for this - as Mr. McGrane has said - and the current 
state of play is that Ireland is probably not ready.  There is very limited provision of interna-
tional baccalaureate education.  We are the only primary school offering the programme and 
there is one secondary school offering the leaving certificate equivalent programme.  There is a 
school in Greystones offering the middle-years programme but it is mostly targeted at Spanish 
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students who come to Ireland for one year.  Mr. McGrane made reference to a proposal for a 
through train international baccalaureate school in Leopardstown in the next year.  In our view 
this is a very useful contribution to what Ireland needs but it will not, on its own, be sufficient 
because there is actually more demand for international school places.  That school could be 
entirely filled by ex-patriot families who are currently in the State’s education system and who 
might prefer to be at a school offering the international baccalaureate.  There is a need for even 
more capacity than just one school.

We also believe that it is desirable that there should be a complementary role in international 
education for the not-for-profit sector.  The not-for-profit sector has the mission of supporting 
all the educational needs of the foreign direct investment families, irrespective of whether it is 
particularly profitable.  It would tend to keep fees a bit lower and it would be easier to generate 
the community spirit.

Having spoken with IDA Ireland we are also very conscious that it is not all about Dub-
lin.  There is a need to get foreign investment to come to other regions.  While we believe that 
Dublin is the first priority it is not the only priority and it would be very desirable to expand 
international education to the regions.  Our vision is for a number of international baccalaureate 
schools in Dublin and elsewhere.  Some of these might be stand-alone schools and some might 
share facilities with local schools or with schools offering the national curriculum of France or 
Germany.  There are a number of different possibilities.  As the charity that runs the Interna-
tional School of Dublin we are looking at expanding our mission to have a wider promotion of 
the international baccalaureate in Ireland and to change our name to reflect that.

I shall conclude with some policy recommendations.  Reference was made to what I might 
like to see happening in the next two months.  To help the not-for-profit sector in expanding 
schools it would be very desirable if the Government could identify a site in Dublin for a sec-
ond international baccalaureate school and to invite proposals from the not-for-profit sector to 
operate a school on that site.  There would also be a need for a little bit of money to help fund 
the start-up costs or expansion costs to cover the other curriculums.  That could be by way of a 
loan.  International schools, even in the not-for-profit sector, can be self-sustaining over time, 
and a loan could begin to be repaid after four or five years.  

It would be useful to have a study on the demand for international education outside Dublin.  
The Grant Thornton report carried out really focused on Dublin, but I think if we want to pro-
mote the international baccalaureate outside Dublin some information on the demands would 
be useful.  

I would also say that attracting local students into these schools is very desirable from a 
social point of view.  However, there is a problem with the way the the international baccalau-
reate is valued as an entrance qualification for Irish universities.  Professor MacCraith spoke 
about Northern Irish qualifications.  We have exactly the same problem with the international 
baccalaureate.  The perception is that Irish parents would be mad to send their children to an 
international baccalaureate school if the eventual aim was to get entrance to an Irish university 
via the CAO system.  

Brexit does present some challenges, but the foundations are in place to meet the challenges.  
With leadership and collaboration we can create an environment for international education that 
is attractive for new investment and invigorating for society.  We have supplied a more detailed 
briefing paper, and we are happy to answer questions.  
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Dr. Graham Love: I thank the Chairman for the invitation to attend.  Mindful that I am the 
last speaker and that there are some points very strongly in common with the previous speakers 
my opening statement will be further cut down.  We have provided our paper from last October 
which talks about the pros and cons and opportunities.  I would like to highlight a few things.  
The key concerns around Brexit for higher education and research, as were outlined in that 
paper, are student mobility and residency rules, international education programmes, academic 
professional mobility and recruitment, and research collaboration and funding.  Challenges 
identified include that we will not have exclusive opportunities as others are looking at this; the 
fact that many European countries are building up English language provision; the visibility of 
Ireland - I sometimes think that we kid ourselves on this because yes, some of our nearer neigh-
bours are very aware, but for others we are not necessarily seen in as a single independent en-
tity; the points made around absorptive capacity limitations that several of my colleagues have 
made; and the historic lack of investment in the Irish higher education and research system.

Fundamentally we believe that higher education and research should feature as a central 
component of Ireland’s Brexit strategy.  I want to be very clear on that.  A high quality higher 
education and research sector can make a significant contribution to boosting the international 
standing of Ireland for the benefit of Irish society and economy.  Stronger links between higher 
education research and Irish small and medium enterprise, particularly in regions outside Dub-
lin, can help to cushion the impact of Brexit in the short term and boost competitiveness in the 
long term.  There is evidence that suggests that international students bring a significant multi-
plier effect, with some estimates suggesting it is in the region of €1.4 billion to €1.5 billion per 
annum.  

 We have an opportunity to globally position Ireland as a distinctive high-quality, interna-
tional hub for higher education and research by boosting investment in higher education and 
research to send a strong message that Ireland is back in business after a decade of austerity, 
identifying and developing new partnerships with other EU higher education institutions, and 
attracting large EU flagship projects or centres to Ireland. 

Irish higher education and research can be a talent magnet, attracting the best students, 
academics and researchers for the benefit of Irish society and economy through targeted initia-
tives to provide opportunities for the recruitment of international students, academic staff and 
researchers and professionals seeking to relocate here, and potentially exploring new contrac-
tual arrangements to encourage and facilitate Irish and international researchers across all dis-
ciplines.  Particularly important will be the launch of the International Education Mark as part 
of a concerted effort to promote the quality of the Irish higher education and research system 
internationally. 

In closing I would like to leave the committee with one unambiguous message.  Higher edu-
cation and research, with the right inputs - and I emphasise that - represents a major opportunity 
for Ireland in facing Brexit. 

I am relatively new here but my colleague, Gemma Irvine, from the HEA, and the chair of 
the Irish Research Council, Jane Ohlmeyer, are also present.

Professor Jane Ohlmeyer: I do not want to repeat what has been said but perhaps I will 
say a few things that have not been said.  I would like to make a point around the formulation 
of research policy, because with Brexit Ireland loses a very important ally in Brussels, and this 
could shape the future development of the research and education agenda.  That is something 
that we need to be extremely mindful of as we are having these conversations.
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I would like to focus for a moment on shaping Ireland as the country of choice for the 
best researchers, because it would be useful to remind ourselves that we have a tremendous 
opportunity here.  To echo what Dr. Love has just said, we may not be ready now, but with 
relatively modest investment we could well be ready within the next 18 months.  We need to 
focus on investment in the window that we have.  The truth is that our research ecosystem is 
currently very unbalanced as a result of austerity, and that our higher education institutions are 
chronically under-funded.  If we are willing to accept that and actually invest we can create an 
environment that is extremely attractive to researchers who are refugees from Brexit, and also 
refugees from Trump’s America.  I realise that that is not the focus of our discussions today.  
It is about being a magnet for global talent not just talent displaced by Brexit.  However, that 
means investment in the research ecosystem, encompassing applied research and, importantly, 
basic frontier research.  I draw attention to the fact that the Minister for Education, Deputy 
Bruton, has earmarked money to allow the Irish Research Council to develop a frontiers pro-
gramme, which we very much hope will attract global talent, including talent from the UK, as 
well as support our own researchers to be better placed to compete, especially in drawing down 
Horizon 2020 funding.  

What would success look like?  How do we know that we have actually done something sig-
nificant here?  What that means for me is increased draw-down of European funding, through 
Horizon 2020 and the European Research Council.  That will be one big indicator.  If we invest 
now our draw-down will increase.  The global rankings of Irish universities will be improved.  
Nobody has mentioned that, but as much as we all hate them they are a reality we are stuck 
with.  They are extremely influential in terms of people deciding to come to Ireland and invest 
in Ireland.  If we can attract the best researchers we will without a doubt improve the rankings 
of our institutions, which then increases our global profile.  

I would like to echo the point that Dr. Love made that Ireland has poor visibility globally.  
However, if we attract the best researchers, educators and students internationally, that really 
helps to mark us out as an educational and research hub of global significance.  For me, that 
is the prize.  With focused investment over the next 18 months all of this is achievable.  I am 
coming at this from a research perspective, but the whole thing is an integrated ecosystem.  We 
cannot just invest in one bit - we have to start at the bottom.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: I thank the witnesses for their contributions today.  On procurement, 
is there anything to be said about Irish universities buying lab equipment or items like that from 
abroad?  Has that been costed, and will it be affected by procurement?  Do the witnesses expect 
that the number of English students coming to Ireland to study will be reduced because they 
will no longer be able to avail of free EU fees?  Will this have an impact on the relationship 
between England and Ireland?

In the next few weeks, do the witnesses intend to recommend where the money provided 
by the Exchequer-employer investment mechanism should be allocated?  It seems that we need 
capital and space if we want to accommodate researchers, their staff and an influx of students.  
Let us assume that the Exchequer-employer investment funding will be increased.  It is does 
not make sense to allocate it in respect of capital projects if we want to prepare for Brexit over 
the next six months.

Deputy  Thomas Byrne: I thank everybody for their presentations.  I apologise for my 
brief absence at the start of the meeting.  The committee will probably debate this matter over 
the next two years.  We will not know what is going to happen in terms of all of the individual 
issues until negotiations start.
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Brexit poses opportunities and challenges and there will be wins and losses.  More money 
is needed to fund the third-level sector, the education system in general and the international 
school that was mentioned.  I will monitor Brexit very closely and carefully.  I hope that enough 
opportunities will arise to counteract the challenges.  My biggest priority, as a member of the 
Dáil and this committee, will be funding because, as has been said, we will not be able to attract 
high-calibre people to this country unless our system is up to scratch.  Everyone will agree that 
the education system is not up to scratch.  I have no doubt that the committee will engage with 
the witnesses again on Brexit and on many other issues.

Senator  Maria Byrne: I thank the witnesses for their presentations.  I shall follow on from 
the point that Senator Ruane made about fees.  When English students come here to study and 
when Irish students go to England, they pay the same fees as their counterparts in both juris-
dictions.  Following Brexit, will English students be considered international students and be 
obliged to pay higher fees?

I want to ask about the recognition of qualifications.  Students who study pharmacy in the 
UK or wherever must undertake a course in UCC which, on graduation, will lead to their quali-
fications being recognised.  Will Brexit prevent a number of qualifications from being recog-
nised?  A number of nurses have been sent to the Great Ormond Street Hospital in London to 
receive specific training to work in the national children’s hospital.  Will their UK qualifications 
be recognised here?  Brexit will have an impact on fees for education and on the recognition of 
qualifications.

Senator  Robbie Gallagher: I, too, welcome all of the witnesses.  Their contributions have 
been uplifting.  When Brexit is discussed, usually all one hears about are people’s concerns and 
the negative impact it will have on the economy.  It is great to hear that Brexit will provide op-
portunities for the education sector.  The challenge is how best to package such opportunities 
and make them a positive reality for this country.  The old adage that one must speculate to 
accumulate springs to mind.  The contributions made here today are especially important and 
many good points have been put forward.  Is there a mechanism whereby all of the delegations 
present can feed into a central point to harness and package their positive ideas and suggestions 
together?  Does such a mechanism exist?

The witnesses mentioned that funding is needed immediately in order for us to benefit.  Is 
there a figure for same?  Have the witnesses heard positive sounds from the Department that the 
amount they suggested will be provided?  I am not being political when I say that we are only 
fooling ourselves if we do not get the funding.  We must grasp the opportunities presented by 
Brexit or they will pass us by.  It is vitally important that the delegations have a platform and 
that their message is listened to and acted upon.  If, as Deputy Thomas Byrne said, over the next 
year to 18 months they find that this is not the case, then we need to hear about it because we 
need to ensure that all opportunities are grasped.

Deputy  Carol Nolan: I thank all of the witnesses for attending and for their good and in-
sightful presentations.  Professor MacCraith mentioned all of the advances that have been made 
in terms of the McAleese scholarships, ERASMUS funding and the position relating to CAO 
points being rectified in order to be fair to students from the Six Counties.  We need to protect 
the many advances that have been made in these areas.  My party and I feel that a designated 
special status for the Six Counties is the way forward because it would protect all of the gains 
that have been made in the sector.  Brexit may jeopardise funding for students with disabilities 
from the Twenty-six Counties who have chosen to study in the Six Counties or the UK.  We 
must examine these issues and reach a conclusion in respect of them.  I would like to hear the 
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views of the representatives about a designated special status.

Chairman: Before I go to the witnesses, I shall make a point.  It is clear that maintaining the 
common travel area is a priority on every level.  The common travel area is equally important 
for the education sector as it is for trade and business.

I agree with Senator Maria Byrne that it is essential that the European qualifications frame-
work continues to be recognised, particularly as it affects students here and abroad.  A hard 
Brexit would have massive implications for the ERASMUS programme.  We cannot forget the 
ongoing collaboration regarding INTERREG funding.  It is quite significant and we do not want 
to lose same.

Senator  Maria Byrne: I am sorry but I must leave to speak at another forum.  I shall miss 
hearing the replies but I will research them later.

Chairman: That is fine.  For brevity, not everybody needs to speak on all of the issues 
raised.  Comments are welcome if witnesses feel they can make a further contribution.  We 
could literally debate this matter for another five hours, which would be interesting and excit-
ing because we have had a hugely enthusiastic and positive session so far.  I call on Professor 
MacCraith to commence.

Professor Brian MacCraith: I shall make two points.  A number of the questions share a 
common theme.

Chairman: Yes.

Professor Brian MacCraith: We support the call for a designated special status from the 
North-South and east-west or UK perspectives because, as Senator Ruane and others men-
tioned, people move in both directions.  It is difficult to predict how Brexit will pan out.  We 
would support having minimum perturbation about the situation.

I shall make a final point on the notion of providing a large financial injection in order to 
grasp opportunities generated by Brexit.  The last time this happened in Ireland was during the 
1999-2000 period.  A research programme was introduced in third level institutions that was 
funded by a combination of money provided by Chuck Feeney’s Atlantic Philanthropies and 
a matching amount from the State.  Before the programme started, Ireland was ranked below 
Bangladesh in global ratings for science research.  Ireland is now consistently ranked in the top 
12 in the world and we are in the top five in a number of key areas.  This success was generated 
by a recognition that we had a massive infrastructural deficit.  There was a competitive process 
and Irish universities were encouraged to work together to put a programme in place.  The re-
search programme is an example of the impact an injection of funding can have on a system.  
The establishment of a research programme propelled Ireland from nowhere - from league divi-
sion three to the premier league.  The combination of that with what Science Foundation Ireland 
has done with human capital is what turned the country around.  All of that to which I refer 
is ageing and further investment in it has not been forthcoming.  Brexit will provide us with a 
massive second opportunity and a similar scale of investment will again be required.

Mr. Ned Costello: I shall respond briefly to the good point made about procurement.  For 
the information of the committee, as part of the Office of Government Procurement, we have 
responsibility for the procurement of all lab and diagnostic equipment for the education sector 
overall.  We do this through the Education Procurement Service, which is located at the Uni-
versity of Limerick.  I do not have the data to hand but I can certainly supply a note to the com-
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mittee on how exposed we are to the UK.  It is certainly true to say that research and laboratory 
equipment is so specialised that the vast majority of it would be imported.  That speaks to the 
point that if we end up in a situation involving tariffs, that will push costs up.  We have a very 
good global procurement system but if we are buying specialised items from the UK which can-
not be obtained anywhere else, there will be cost implications.

In response to the question on submissions to the Department on the employer funding 
mechanism, we will be making a submission on that.  The capital issue is an interesting one.  
The national training fund is a recurrent fund.  As far as the physical infrastructure element of 
capital is concerned, higher education was incredibly badly treated in the last round of capital 
disbursement.  In that context, the current capital review will be very important both for the 
physical capital element but also for research.  We have a very fine strategy in Innovation 2020 
but there is no money in it.  Research funding is denominated as capital and it has to feature 
strongly in the capital review.

Mr. John McGrane: I strongly support all of the points made today and have a number of 
brief observations to make.  On funding, all of the work has been done on funding previously.  
We have the Cassells report on the matter.  To be fair to Members of the Oireachtas, it is re-
ally important that we take that report and do something with it.  There is no other report to be 
had.  We cannot continue with deferral but must work together and make some tough decisions.  
What better time to make them than when we have a crisis-opportunity on our hands?

INTERREG funding was mentioned.  I had the privilege of visiting Swansea University two 
weeks ago, which is one of the six universities - three Irish and three British - taking part in the 
CALIN programme.  That programme is supported by €12 million of INTERREG funds for 
small, emergent life-science firms, of which we have many because of our strong and embedded 
life sciences sector, born of education and FDI.  The programme will enable the next genera-
tion of employment and well-being creators to come through, using research in Irish and UK 
universities.  Part of the issue is that not many people are aware that we are doing such things 
to champion the sustaining of them.  

Lastly, on a generic issue around Brexit, the process is set down.  It is tedious, politically 
divisive and so forth but it is very important that Ireland, as one of the EU 27, negotiating 
through the Council with the UK, has its distinct voice on what is important.  We understand 
that Ireland cannot have a side deal but Ireland is a fully paid up member of the EU.  In terms of 
education, research and all other sectors of our society, Ireland needs to have its point of view 
laid out very clearly.  There are two immediate issues that must be put on the table.  One is the 
transition regime.  We argued earlier about the extraordinary urgency in this particular sector 
but there are other matters and other influences that bear on people who say that in two years’ 
time, as per the process, if there is no deal then the UK is gone.  That just raises the fear factor 
for researchers, educational establishments, funders and so forth.  The very first issue that must 
be dealt with across all interests is to voice the absolute importance of extending a transition 
regime and not playing the game that says, “If you don’t agree within two years, you’re out.”  
That achieves nothing.  Everybody will lose in those circumstances.

The other factor, which is particularly pertinent to education and research, is immigration.  
The referendum was fundamentally about immigration in the UK and the European Union’s 
view on free movement.  Europeans do not call it immigration, they call it free movement.  
Educators also call it free movement - of talent, capability and joint intelligence.  We need, as 
a country, to take the initiative and to champion the importance of the issue of free movement 
and immigration being on the table early rather than late.  This is the factor that is chilling the 
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environment inside the UK and risking the loss of significant talent, not just for the UK but for 
Ireland as well.  We need to talk about a transition regime and immigration and free movement 
early in the process, not later on.  

Professor Jane Ohlmeyer: I wish to respond to the fees issue as raised by Deputy Thomas 
Byrne and Senator Lynn Ruane.  The reality we are facing is that a student from the South who 
is studying in the North will be treated as non-EU and vice versa.  That prospect fills me with 
horror because the non-EU fee is between three to five times greater than the EU fee.  This is 
where the Government could be helpful in really trying to ensure that at least on the island of 
Ireland there is a single fee for students studying in Belfast or Dublin.  That would be a really 
helpful thing to do.  Ideally, we would want it to be east, west as well as North, South but we 
will have to work very hard to achieve that.

On the point made by Deputy Carol Nolan about the possibility of a special provision for 
researchers in the North, it should be noted that the Irish Research Council currently funds 
students on a pan-island basis.  We would intend to continue that, come what may.  Ideally, we 
would want to continue to fund students coming from the UK as well.  A lot of our money goes 
into early career researchers, that is, PhD students and post-doctoral students.  We feed the tal-
ent pipeline and would like that to continue, subject to an adequate budget being in place and 
certainly North-South, that has to be a priority for us.  

On Senator Gallagher’s question of whether we speak with one voice, sadly the answer is 
“No”.  The Senator also asked whether there is a mechanism allowing the sector to speak with 
one voice but I am not aware of one.  What I am aware of is the fact that there are conversations 
going on in the Department of Education and Skills, the Higher Education Authority, the Irish 
Universities Association and elsewhere.  The Royal Irish Academy has just established two 
Brexit committees.  I am chairing the one for the South and there is another one in the North.  
We have a proliferation of people thinking about this and we are all coming to the same conclu-
sion.  Having a mechanism to bring all of these voices together would be extremely helpful be-
cause on this occasion, everyone wants the same thing.  In that way, we could influence policy 
makers here and in Brussels.  We must be very cognisant of the importance of making our case 
to our European colleagues.  Anything that allows us to speak with one voice at a policy level 
would be extremely valuable.

Chairman: On that point, there certainly is a lot of commonality in terms of what we are 
looking for and this committee is very cognisant of the need to hear the European voice.  We 
did try to get someone from the EU to take part in this process.  That said, this is only the start 
of the engagement that the witnesses will have with this committee and I would hope that they 
will see this committee as a way of facilitating the discussion.  As Deputy Thomas Byrne has 
said, we will have to convene again, perhaps six months from now, to see where things stand at 
that point.  We might listen to some other voices at that point too.

On the North-South question, we must identify potential areas for all-island research col-
laboration.  Areas like the agrifood sector, for example, are vitally important.  If we do that col-
lectively and start the work on that, other areas could come in behind that.

Dr. Graham Love: I will pick up on the key point arising from Senator Robbie Gallagher’s 
question.  The paper presented to the committee today is the product of a round table meeting 
of key stakeholders which took place last November.  We will commit to running that again in 
the near term and I would suggest that this committee invites us back to relay the outcome of 
that round table.  We are getting more clarity here.  While it is still not absolutely clear, we are 
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gaining clarity on the Brexit situation.

To pick up on the capital versus recurrent issue, it is difficult not to say “both”.  Capacity 
issues were a key theme here today.  There is certainly a need for some basic level of capital 
investment to allow the human capital that we need flow through the system.

Third, several people mentioned INTERREG.  A week and a half ago, while I was still in 
my previous job as head of the Health Research Board, I signed off on a €9 million deal for 
clinical trials in the community in the Border counties, which will give access to people in the 
community to medicines and medical devices and put Ireland further onto that innovation map 
that is the product of the INTERREG programme.  It will be €5 million to the North and €3.5 
million to the South.  I reiterate the key need to keep access to that type of funding.

Mr. Vincent McCarthy: To refer again to the Senator’s point about collective idea gather-
ing, I have only been involved in the International School Dublin for the past year.  I am the 
chief executive of a not-for-profit charity, The Festival of Curiosity.  It is easy for me, as the 
chief executive of a charity, to approach the system and get funding through Science Founda-
tion Ireland.  It is much more difficult for the International School Dublin.  It is sometimes seen 
as a foreign direct investment, FDI, challenge or an educational challenge and where the school 
approaches, one ends up going around the houses to all these different people and sometimes 
by the time one gets back to them they have changed.  The system does not necessarily have 
the capacity to understand the strategic challenge of international education at the primary and 
secondary level through the international baccalaureate.

Brexit give us a chance to look at this challenge through a strategic lens for the first time 
and we in the International School Dublin can provide the challenges and the opportunity.  We 
can do costings but a shift in our language is very important.  We are talking about investment 
in third level, which is blue-skies research but does give social and economic benefit down the 
line.  With the International School Dublin and the International Education Foundation of Ire-
land, which it will become, we are talking about an investment in a property but also in the chil-
dren who attend it, the families who come to Ireland and the communities we will create across 
the country.  Once we get into that language and set up those mechanisms that we would love to 
contribute to, we can start reframing Brexit in terms of how we can tackle these challenges in a 
way that sets us up for the future beyond Brexit, not just for the next two years.

Chairman: That is a fair point, having had a meeting with IDA Ireland last week on attract-
ing it to Kildare and out of Dublin.  Going through the issues, and education being one of them, 
I have family members who live abroad and I see how they make their choices in terms of their 
children.  Having seen the Sundai school experience just outside Newbridge, which worked in-
credibly well for a number of years for the children of Japanese businesspeople who were based 
not just in Ireland but throughout Europe, it is a valid argument in terms of everything we are 
discussing with regard to Brexit, jobs etc.

Professor Brian MacCraith: On a point of information regarding international schools, the 
international baccalaureate, IB, schools offer a huge opportunity and an excellent curriculum.  
The same process the universities used to change the points equivalents for A-levels for North-
ern Ireland students is in the pipeline to address that inequity in the IB schools so that parents 
can look forward to a fairer system in terms of points.

Chairman: I thank Professor MacCraith for that.
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Ms Triona McCormack: I will make a brief point which might address what Senator Gal-
lagher was talking about but also the skills agenda the Chairman mentioned in the context of 
jobs.  We talked earlier about the fact that there are openings now at the Commission’s negoti-
ating table.  We had always looked to the United Kingdom as a friendly face at the negotiating 
table.  A gap is opening up.  Others will fill the gap.  The UK was heavily positioning itself 
around the digital and cloud strategy in the European Union.  That plays to Ireland’s strengths.  
We can kill two birds with one stone, so to speak, and try to attract infrastructure investment, 
as well as research funding while developing a very strong skill base for our future ICT sector.  
The questions might be about the opportunity and the cost, but we need to look at this is in terms 
of the return.

Chairman: We are all very positive.  We all recognise the challenges we face but also the 
opportunities.  The message is that Ireland, and our education system, is open for business but 
we need huge investment in it.

To address the point Mr. McGrane made about the Cassells report, we are not dragging our 
heels on it.  We are awaiting two pieces of research, one of which is on the technical impact, 
particularly regarding the income contingent loan.  That is not to suggest we are going down 
that road but as a committee we felt we needed some technical report on that, so two differ-
ent reports have been commissioned.  We have looked for video conferencing with a number 
of other countries that have brought in that system.  We await that.  This is such an important 
decision we need to have as much information as possible but at the same time we are urging 
the Government to make as much investment as possible at this time while it awaits our recom-
mendations on it.

I thank all the witnesses for coming in today.  It was a very interesting discussion.  I appreci-
ate their insights, observations and recommendations.  It was interesting to hear what they are 
doing within their own organisations in terms of dealing with what is ahead of all of us.  I look 
forward to an engagement at another level and if they want to make any written submissions 
at a later stage we would welcome that.  I also appreciate what Dr. Love said that there will be 
another round-table discussion because as this process is evolving, more clarity will emerge so 
it is important that every six months there is an opportunity to do that, to learn from one another 
and explore what we can say as one voice.  Obviously, there will be some differences.  The wit-
nesses represent unique organisations that sometimes compete within the same sphere.  That is 
the case with me and my political colleagues also.

The joint committee adjourned at 7.07 p.m. until 4 p.m. on Tuesday, 2 May 2017.


