
AN COMHCHOISTE UM OIDEACHAS AGUS SCILEANNA

JOINT COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION AND SKILLS

Dé Máirt, 19 Samhain 2019

Tuesday, 19 November 2019

The Joint Committee met at 3.30 p.m.

Comhaltaí a bhí i láthair/Members present:

Thomas Byrne, Maria Byrne,
Tony McLoughlin. Robbie Gallagher,

Lynn Ruane.

I láthair/In attendance: Senator Alice-Mary Higgins.

Teachta/Deputy Jan O’Sullivan sa Chathaoir/in the Chair.

DÁIL ÉIREANN

1



2

JES

Election of Temporary Chairman

Clerk to the Committee: In the unavoidable absence of the Chairman, I must call for nomi-
nations for the election of a temporary Chairman.

Senator  Maria Byrne: I propose Deputy Jan O’Sullivan.

Deputy  Tony McLoughlin: I second that nomination.

Clerk to the Committee: As there are no other nominations, I invite Deputy O’Sullivan to 
take the Chair.

Deputy Jan O’Sullivan took the Chair.

Business of Joint Committee

Acting  Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): Apologies have been received from the 
Chairman, Deputy O’Loughlin, and Deputy Catherine Martin.

I propose that we go into private session to deal with some housekeeping matters before 
resuming in public session.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

The joint committee went into private session at 3.35 p.m. and resumed in public session at 
3.40 p.m.

Limerick Institute of Technology: Chairperson Designate

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I remind members and witnesses to turn off 
mobile phones or to switch them to flight mode as they interfere with the sound system and 
make it difficult for the parliamentary reporters to report the meeting.  Television coverage and 
web streaming will also be adversely affected.

We now move to engagement with Mr. Tony Brazil, chairperson designate of the governing 
body of Limerick Institute of Technology.  This is an opportunity for the committee to discuss 
with Mr. Brazil his vision and priorities in the short to medium term and any challenges facing 
the institute.  On behalf of the committee, I welcome Mr. Brazil.  The format of this part of the 
meeting is that I will invite him to make a brief opening statement, a maximum of three minutes 
long, which will be followed by engagement with members of the committee.  

Before we begin, I draw Mr. Brazil’s attention to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) 
of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their 
evidence to the committee.  However, if they are directed by the Chair to cease giving evidence 
on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified 
privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the 
subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and they are asked to respect the parliamen-
tary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against 
any person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.
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I advise Mr. Brazil that any opening statement he has made to the committee will be pub-
lished on the committee website after the meeting.

I remind members of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they should 
not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an official 
either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

Mr. Tony Brazil: I thank the Acting Chairman and members of the Joint Committee on 
Education and Skills for inviting me to make a statement.  I am delighted to have this opportu-
nity and look forward to engaging fully with the committee.  There are some particular themes 
contained in the statement which relate directly to my view of the role of Limerick Institute of 
Technology, LIT, chairperson, while also speaking to my own formation and interests.  I hope 
that by taking this approach I will be informing the committee with a strong sense of who I 
am and how I will approach the role to which I have been nominated.  Broadly speaking, these 
themes are the social impact of LIT, especially in the area of access; the regional dimension; 
the technological university consortium with Athlone Institute of Technology; and, finally, ap-
prenticeships.

I am a native of Dublin and got all my education there, graduating with a degree in com-
merce at UCD.  My parents had a business in the Liberties.  We lived over the shop and I was 
probably the first person in the area to graduate from university.  It was an area of great depri-
vation and I saw at first hand the role education could play in lifting the lives of the people.  
This was a life lesson.  My first job was with the Dublin Health Authority as a home assistance 
officer working with some of Dublin’s forgotten people.  

Limerick has been my home for more than 50 years.  When the regional tourism organisa-
tions were established, I got a position with Shannonside Regional Tourism in Limerick.  I 
started my own business, Limerick Travel, in 1971.  This continues to be one of Munster’s lead-
ing travel agencies.  Married with three grown boys, I have always been involved in the life of 
the region because I believe in the importance of regional development.  I have seen this evolve 
over the years, having been chairman of Shannonside Regional Tourism and a member of the 
Hunt Museum, the Junior Chamber Limerick, and Barrington’s Hospital.  I have also been chair 
of the Shannon Region Conference and Sports Bureau, as well as serving on the boards of Bord 
Fáilte, Aer Rianta, Shannon Development and the Shannon Group.

I have always had a deep interest in education as a means of giving a future to our children.  
I have served on Limerick city’s education committee and Limerick and Clare education and 
training board, where I was finance chairman.  In addition, I have served on the boards of a 
number of DEIS schools.  I joined the governing body of LIT in 2017 and am chairperson of the 
finance and physical development committee.  I am also a member of the strategy committee, 
which developed LIT’s current strategy, as well as of the appointments committee.  It is against 
this background that I feel I have marshalled the experience and ability to approach the role of 
chairperson of LIT.

In illustrating my approach to the priorities of LIT, I draw members’ attention to the HEA’s 
recent spatial and socioeconomic profile of higher education institutions in Ireland.  In this, the 
composition of LIT’s student body is clearly spelled out.  The institution very closely reflects 
the diversity and social mix of the region’s population.  Some 15% of our students come from 
deprived areas while 8% come from affluent areas.  This proven ability to provide access to 
higher education as part of our everyday business is crucial, and serves to support individuals, 
their families, their communities and ultimately the economy of the region.  More than two 
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thirds of our students are in receipt of grants and many are, like me, first generation college-
goers.  On 30 October, the HEA published our institutional compact profile, which reinforces 
all of this.  I also note the importance of the fact that 17% of our first year undergraduates are 
mature students.  

Of course, these statistics reflect our impact on society but I see it as very important that we 
also have an economic impact.  LIT’s proposed Coonagh campus is specifically intended as a 
centre of excellence to bring together academia and the engineering industry of the mid-west.  
This kind of project can have a very real impact and is an area I strongly wish to see developed.  
Coonagh is also ideally positioned to enable LIT to extend its offering of apprenticeships, in 
particular those which are targeted at high-tech manufacturing.  These programmes are devel-
oped with industry and we offer engineering degrees in industrial electrical engineering and in 
manufacturing engineering by apprenticeship.  Indeed, last month saw the first graduates from 
this programme.  I believe that Limerick Institute of Technology, LIT, now has a very solid 
foundation upon which to grow our apprenticeship offering, the value of which I know the 
members already appreciate.

It is also worth noting that three quarters of our students come from within the region and 
two thirds work in the region after graduating which is a very important engine of growth for 
the mid-west.

The great strategic development of the next period will be the formation of a new techno-
logical university in partnership with Athlone Institute of Technology, AIT.  This new entity 
will allow a university-level education to be made available locally to a great proportion of the 
country.  The LIT-AIT consortium is the first to be formed since the passage of the Technologi-
cal Universities Act and I see it as something which can be of great benefit in our regions.  I am 
now ready to play my part in driving this consortium to its logical conclusion in a new institu-
tion.

I would like to take this opportunity to express my appreciation for the work of Mr. Niall 
Greene, my predecessor as chairperson of LIT, who steered the institute into a position where it 
has been able to deliver for the region and can legitimately aspire to achieve its strategic goals 
for the benefit of society.

I thank the Chair and members of the committee for this opportunity.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I should explain that priority questions on 
education are coming up in the Dáil and that explains why there are very few committee mem-
bers here today.  They will probably be coming in and out.

Senator  Maria Byrne: I welcome Mr. Brazil and Professor Vincent Cunnane, president 
of LIT, who is in the Visitors Gallery.  As a former board member of LIT, I am delighted to see 
both of them here today and to be able to speak about what is going on in LIT at the moment.  
What are the plans of LIT to develop and extend access to higher education?

When I was on the board of LIT, there were discussions about whether we would go with 
the status as a technological university.  The decision made by the current board is to go along 
with AIT.  What will be the greatest challenges facing the development of a technological uni-
versity?

Deputy  Tony McLoughlin: I welcome Mr. Brazil.  There is a large delegation from Sligo 
in the Gallery.  Professor Vincent Cunnane served with distinction in Sligo for many years.  I 
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welcome him and Mr. Damien Courtney to the Visitors Gallery.

I was involved with Sligo Institute of Technology for many years.  Huge changes are taking 
place now but I have highlighted on numerous occasions the need for additional apprentice-
ships in ITs.  Mr. Brazil might expand on that topic.

I wish Mr. Brazil well because the institutes of technology in Sligo, Letterkenny and Gal-
way-Mayo are in the process of going forward with the new technological university for the 
area.  A similar process is in place for Limerick and Athlone ITs.  Mr. Brazil might also expand 
on that process.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I have an understandable interest in this top-
ic, being a Limerick Deputy.  Deputy McLoughlin asked about the issue of apprenticeships 
and I would also like to hear about any plans that are in place, particularly for the campus in 
Coonagh, which has potential in terms of apprenticeships and engineering in general.  How is 
that progressing?

I understand there are different stages in the process of becoming a technological university.  
Will Mr. Brazil give us any information about where that process is at?  It is probably difficult 
to give timescales but what has been done to move that process forward?

Mr. Tony Brazil: To answer the question about the Coonagh campus, we have done the 
enabling works and are in negotiation with our education people for the funding for the fit-out.  
We are hoping those funds will be released shortly so that we can proceed to open the campus 
there next September.  It will have capacity for 800 students and we are very excited about that.  
It is a critical piece of the architecture of the formation of the college because we need more 
space.  When students leave the Moylish campus, a public private partnership, PPP, will come 
on board.  We have signed a memorandum of understanding preliminary to the building of a 
four-storey ICT building on that site.

The preparation for the progression to a technological university is a great challenge.  There 
is good news in that LIT has some experience, having worked to blend the Tipperary institute 
into LIT.  We have good experience of the communication and leadership skills that are needed.  
There is no doubt that there have been speed bumps in the negotiations with AIT, but the people 
involved are sensible.  The executives on both sides have been meeting and the boards will be 
meeting soon in that regard.  There will be progress.

The big step in the development of the technological university is the fact that the Govern-
ment has committed to a fund of €90 million over three years to assist.  We need to strengthen in 
some areas, including an increase in the number of PhD people on the staff, more postgraduate 
courses and more research work.  We are confident that, given the funds that are likely to be 
available, we will be in a position to do that.

Another good thing is that AIT and LIT complement one another.  The two institutions do 
not pirate students in the sense that the core areas from which the two institutions draw students 
do not necessarily overlap.  In reality, there is very little haemorrhage of people from the mid-
west into Athlone and, similarly, from Athlone into Limerick.  That makes for an easy transi-
tion.  In addition, a number of the courses that one institution or the other are doing will now 
work in tandem.  There is already goodwill.

We do not have a timescale for the process but a couple of years will see considerable 
change and it is hoped this will become a reality.  The executives on both sides are sensible so 
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I see no reason this will not become a fait accompli.

LIT works very closely with SOLAS on apprenticeships.  Our modus operandi in LIT is to 
embrace our partners in industry and commerce around us.  We have very good, close relation-
ships with all of those people.  We will, next year, start some wet trade apprenticeships that had 
fallen off a cliff during the recession.  We are very much up for all of that.

I will give the committee a good example where we are involved with apprenticeships.  Luf-
thansa at Shannon has an important maintenance unit.  We are now working with Lufthansa so 
that their apprentices can work through us to gain bachelors of engineering degrees.

Talking about apprenticeships generally, I have been involved in career guidance for a long 
time.  It is unfortunate that many people, particularly parents, see apprenticeships as they were 
in the old days where the apprentice was the gofer person.  The apprentice nowadays goes right 
up to level 9 in university standing and we really need to reinvent the title “apprentice” so that 
is understood.  From a career guidance perspective, we probably need to go right back to the 
last year of primary school to get people to understand that apprenticeships are a better way of 
life.  I read a report recently from someone in the career guidance sector who previously spoke 
to the committee.  That report referred to a woman with four postgraduate qualifications who, 
every time she passed a building site, envied the people there driving big cars and earning much 
more money than she was.  We do a great deal of work in the culinary area in LIT, and it is the 
same problem with the attitude to catering.  Many parents and families believe that catering is 
pot-walloping as opposed to being something for which people can get good training and pro-
fessional development.  As I know from my side of the business, head chefs in many leading 
hotels can earn nearly as much as the chief executive.  There is a need to do something about 
that attitude.

On access, I mentioned earlier that I am involved in DEIS schools.  Currently, eight students 
from an adjacent DEIS school - Thomond community college, which the Acting Chairman will 
know - are in first year at LIT.  We have provided a fund of just under €1 million for scholar-
ships exclusive to DEIS pupils who otherwise might not be able to get to university.  We believe 
that is a significant step for us to take.  As we speak, approximately 55 or 60 students are on 
courses at LIT under that guise and we are delighted to be able to do that.  It shows our intent to 
provide for people who otherwise might not attend university.  The experience in the college is 
that those students often become the best students.  They finish their course and always emerge 
with flying colours, which we are proud of.

 I hope I have answered all the questions that were asked.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Brazil.  Some of the themes he 
mentioned, such as apprenticeship and access, are ones on which we in the committee have had 
much engagement.  I should also have welcomed Dr. Vincent Cunnane to the meeting.  The 
committee will notify the Minister that it has had an engagement with Mr. Brazil.  On behalf 
of the committee, I thank him for his engagement on the matter and wish him every success in 
his role.

I propose we suspend briefly to allow our guests for the next session to take their seats for 
the engagement with stakeholders on adult literacy.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

Sitting suspended at 4.02 p.m. and resumed at 4.06 p.m.
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Adult Literacy: Discussion

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): The purpose of this part of the meeting is to 
have an engagement with stakeholders on adult literacy.  I apologise that there will be a clash 
with priority questions to the Minister for Education and Skills.  A number of committee mem-
bers have questions to ask but we hope they will return to the meeting when they have finished.

On behalf of the committee, I welcome Ms Cróna Gallagher, director of further education 
and training at Donegal Education and Training Board, ETB, representing Education and Train-
ing Boards Ireland, ETBI; Ms Inez Bailey, CEO of the National Adult Literary Agency, NALA; 
and Mr. Phil O’Flaherty, principal officer at the Department of Education and Skills.  A number 
of guests are also sitting in the Public Gallery.  I will invite our guests to make a brief opening 
statement that will be followed by an engagement with members of the committee.

Before I begin, I draw witnesses’ attention to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the 
Defamation Act 2009, they are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to 
the committee.  If, however, they are directed to cease giving evidence in respect of a particu-
lar matter and they continue to do, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified privilege in 
respect of their evidence.  Witnesses are directed that only evidence connected with the subject 
matter of the proceedings is to be given and they are asked to respect the parliamentary practice 
to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any person, 
persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  Any opening 
statements they make to the committee will be published on the website after the meeting.

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

I invite Ms Gallagher to make her opening statement.

Ms Cróna Gallagher: On behalf of ETBI, I thank the committee for the opportunity to 
contribute to its deliberations and discussions on adult literacy.  The delivery of literacy pro-
grammes by ETBs is guided by the SOLAS further education and training strategy of 2014 to 
2019, inclusive, which outlines a framework and implementation plan to support economic 
development and increase social inclusion.  Historically, the term “literacy” was a measurement 
of reading and writing, but this has evolved a great deal over time.  It is now considered in a 
much broader context and includes, at a minimum, numeracy, as well as digital literacy.

As for the benefits of improving literacy, in addition to improved reading, writing, numeracy 
and ICT skills, substantial Irish and international research has shown that participation in adult 
literacy provision has a positive personal and social impact on individuals and communities.  
Learners from ETB programmes have provided a wealth of evidence on the benefits they have 
experienced by participating in adult literacy programmes.  The ETBI-SOLAS-NALA national 
adult literacy awareness campaign, which takes place every September, has developed video 
clips, which are available on takethefirststep.ie.  The awareness campaign has proven to be one 
of the most successful methods of promoting the benefits of returning to education for those 
with low levels of literacy.

The barriers to participation in further education have been found to include low confidence 
and self-esteem, negative experiences of education, physical barriers such as childcare and 
transport, the suitability of courses, and a lack of awareness of further education and training 
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opportunities.

The adult literacy programmes provided by ETBs are primarily focused on learning out-
comes at the national framework of qualifications levels 1 to 3, inclusive, with progression op-
tions to higher levels, as well as unaccredited options.  The priority cohorts to target for literacy 
programmes are adults with primary education or less and whose literacy and numeracy skills 
do not equate to at least level 3 on the national framework of qualifications, NFQ, and adults 
who may have upper second level education but whose literacy and numeracy skills are still less 
than or equivalent to NFQ level 3.  Within those two cohorts there are individuals and groups 
who experience particular and acute barriers to participation.  Those groups include people who 
are long-term unemployed, lone parents, Travellers, migrants, older people, people with dis-
abilities, disadvantaged women and men particularly those living in rural isolation, people who 
are homeless and ex-offenders.

Education and training board, ETB,  adult literacy programmes provide a core service of 
group literacy and numeracy in the main and information and communications technology, ICT, 
tuition.  That provision is available during the daytime and evenings.  We also provide fam-
ily literacy, English for speakers of other languages, ESOL, and skills for work provision for 
people who are in employment and who have low levels of literacy.  Typically, that provision 
would take place in either further education and training centres belonging to ETBs or commu-
nity settings.  The link to the community is important.  Tuition is typically provided to groups 
ranging between four and eight learners for up to eight hours a week.  It includes intensive lit-
eracy, a themed literacy option and supports such as study skills and educational guidance.  We 
offer skills assessment to everybody who is coming into the programmes, both accredited and 
unaccredited.  Tuition is then based on what that assessment shows.  More recently, we have 
provided tailored literacy support to apprenticeship programmes because evidence shows many 
apprentices  struggle with the maths and  literacy dimensions of their respective apprenticeship 
programmes.  The demand for those supports has risen rapidly in 2019.

Dóibh siúd atá ag iarraidh feabhas a chur ar a gcuid scileanna trí Ghaeilge, tá an togra 
‘Breacadh’ againn agus tá sin lonnaithe i nGaillimh.  Déanann an togra sin acmhainní a fhor-
bairt d’fhoghlaimeoirí agus do theagascóirí. 

The programmes are delivered by highly skilled experienced staff who have access to ongo-
ing professional development nationally and locally which includes diversity and other train-
ing.  The staff would be very conscious and sensitive to the challenges learners with low levels 
of literacy are experiencing in coming into programmes.

There were 59,000 beneficiaries in adult literacy provision in ETBs in 2018 and there were 
58,000 up to the end of 2019.  It seems reasonable to assume that more than the number last year 
will avail of the services this year.  ETBs offer an extensive range of programme options.  There 
are group tuition, accredited programmes and themed literacy and digital literacy programmes.  
We are aware there is a need for accessible and clear information as a driver for people with 
low levels of literacy and the information would be proofed in terms of plain English.  We have 
open days, information sessions, radio interviews with existing learners, social media usage and 
so on.  We still get many people participating in our programmes through word of mouth and 
through the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection.  We used to get women 
referring both themselves and men but that has changed slightly.  That is as a consequence of 
groups such as men’s sheds and so on.  

Lack of childcare supports and easy access to transport, particularly in rural areas, can be 
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barriers to participation.  Lack of clarity on Department of Employment Affairs and Social Pro-
tection benefits and retention of them can also be a barrier.  Considerable face-to-face work is 
required to encourage people both to participate in literacy programmes and to retain people in 
them, and that is time consuming.  

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Ms Gallagher for her presentation.  
She has raised a point to which we will return.  I call Ms Bailey.

Ms Inez Bailey: NALA welcomes the committee’s consideration of adult literacy and is 
grateful for the opportunity to present this afternoon.  My presentation has two parts.  The first 
part is concerned with why we continue to have a significant adult literacy issue in Ireland and 
the second will outline a new approach to be considered for addressing adult literacy needs at 
this time.

One in six adults, aged 16 to 64, scored at the lowest level of literacy on a five-point scale 
in the latest survey that was conducted.  That means more than 

500,000 adults have difficulty reading and understanding a leaflet, bus timetable or medicine 
instructions.  Similarly, one in four scored at the lowest level of numeracy.  This equates to more 
than 750,000 adults not being able to do basic calculations such as dividing up a bill.  Literacy 
and numeracy needs have grave consequences for the individuals concerned and there is much 
research to paint the relationship between that and poorer health, weak employment and earn-
ing potential, less involvement in society as well as intergenerational disadvantage for children 
and families.  It costs our society and economy in both productivity and welfare dependence. 

The results for Ireland chime with the profile of educational attainment levels of the work-
force, with more than 445,000 people of working age with less than an upper secondary quali-
fication.  Ireland has the highest number of 30 to 34 year olds with higher education and among 
the highest number of older workers without upper secondary education representing a serious 
intergenerational rupture.  It is time to prioritise the furthest behind first.   

The 2012 OECD adult skills survey provides the most up-to-date statistics on the adult lit-
eracy and numeracy levels of those of working age since the most recent survey was conducted 
in 1997.  Back then, the poor results for Ireland propelled significant action that saw annual 
increases in participation and resources for the next decade.  However since 2009, and despite 
the very disappointing results of the adult skills survey in 2012, investment and participation 
rates have stagnated. 

The first national skills strategy in 2007 set the target to reduce the numbers of adults with 
less than upper secondary education to 7%.  While school and higher education performance 
targets were reached or surpassed, we failed to reach the low skills target and the same target 
was rolled over into the current national skills strategy to be achieved by 2020, and with 17% 
of those aged 25 to 65 without an upper secondary qualification, this target will clearly not be 
reached.  That fact alone illustrates the inadequacy of the current approach and resources to 
tackle the scale of both the adult literacy and numeracy issue in Ireland as well as those with 
low levels of educational attainment.  There remains an outdated view that this challenge will 
fade with time-based school attendance levels.  In reality, there is a crisis in the learning out-
comes for many in society, both young and old.  While acknowledging the contribution of the 
Department of Education and Skills, Education and Training Boards Ireland and ETBs, which 
cater for approximately 60,000 participants in their literacy services, this equates to approxi-
mately 12% of those with needs and costs less than approximately €600 per person per annum.  
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It is clear we need a better resourced and more co-ordinated effort by Government.  

 Currently, NALA is working bilaterally with nine Departments and their agencies on poli-
cies aimed at building literacy and numeracy competence in a number of areas, including health 
and finance.  This experience, along with similar recent developments to address the adult lit-
eracy and numeracy issue in countries such as the Netherlands, Portugal, Finland and Belgium 
has guided NALA to call for a whole-of-Government approach that would bring a co-ordinated 
national effort to radically reducing the numbers of people with literacy and numeracy needs.    

Literacy is a barometer of equality and changes people’s lives.  Ireland can do better to give 
everyone a fair chance to thrive in their literacy development.  This requires investing in people 
who have not benefited practically at all from our education system during the bust or the boom.  
This requires greater prioritisation within Government so that we can see an alignment of adult 
literacy policies and strategies across all Departments.

I thank members for listening.  Our written submission has more detail on our vision for 
literacy.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Ms Bailey for her presentation.  I 
call Mr. Phil O’Flaherty.

Mr. Phil O’Flaherty: I thank the committee for the invitation to take part in this meeting.  
Good literacy skills equip citizens to participate in education, work and society.  The Depart-
ment of Education and Skills prioritises supporting literacy acquisition both in childhood and 
throughout adult life.  Definitions of “literacy” shift over time but what is consistent is that lit-
eracy should be viewed as a continuum.  There is not a binary position whereby a person is liter-
ate or illiterate.  Every person in this room is placed somewhere along the literacy continuum.  
Literacy is also not fixed.  Like any skill, it must be used to be maintained.  Conceptions of 
literacy are broadening to include areas such as digital literacy, financial literacy, health literacy 
and media literacy.  To have good literacy skills, a person must be able to apply them in a range 
of situations and to a range of texts and media.

As members will know, on the whole, children in Ireland perform very well in international 
surveys of literacy but the position for the adult population is somewhat less positive.  Ireland 
participated in the first round of the OECD’s programme for the international assessment of 
adult competencies, PIAAC, survey in 2011 and 2012, as Ms Bailey has outlined, which was 
undertaken to provide data on key adult skills, namely, literacy, numeracy and the somewhat 
inelegantly titled problem-solving in technology-rich environments.  The survey found that, 
on the literacy scale, Irish adults achieved around the survey average, placing it 19 out of the 
34 countries that have participated to date.  The distribution of performance in Ireland across 
the population was more even than in many countries.  This means that it has relatively fewer 
people at the lowest and highest levels of the scale.  Just under 18% of Irish adults scored at 
or below level 1 on the survey, which was an improvement from the 22% who scored at those 
levels in a comparable international survey undertaken in the 1990s.

The further education and training, FET, sector offers a wide range of courses, primarily 
through the 16 ETBs designed to lead to greater social inclusion, high quality skills supply for 
the economy and progression opportunities within education.  For some people, difficulties 
with literacy or numeracy can present a real obstacle to further learning.  A key central aim of 
FET policies and strategies is to ensure that programmes and services are accessible to all learn-
ers.  The FET strategy for 2014 to 2019 prioritises literacy and numeracy supports, both through 
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the delivery of dedicated adult literacy courses and through supporting the literacy of all learn-
ers who engage with further education and training.  Targets are set for the ETBs in this area 
through their strategic performance agreements and planning frameworks with SOLAS.  More 
than €800 million is invested annually in the FET sector.  Literacy and numeracy are key com-
ponents of all FET programmes.  Transversal skills, such as literacy and numeracy, form part 
of the Quality and Qualification Ireland, QQI, award standards in the FET sector and support 
for best practice regarding integrating literacy and numeracy in broader FET programmes is 
set out in the SOLAS report, Integrating Literacy & Numeracy.  Within the overall investment 
in FET, approximately €35 million is spent annually on dedicated adult literacy programmes.  
As the committee has heard, over 6,000 people participate in those programmes annually.  An 
important task of the adult literacy service through its English for speakers of other languages, 
ESOL, provision is to welcome and support a diverse cohort of “new Irish” people.  These new 
community members in Ireland come from a wide range of cultural, linguistic, educational and 
social backgrounds and the ETBs design and deliver programmes tailored to their needs.

Building on the substantial level of adult literacy and numeracy education already deliv-
ered in the FET sector, the Government has focused increasingly in recent years on the needs 
of vulnerable people in employment.  Initiatives such as Skills to Advance and the EXPLORE 
programme offer targeted support for employees in lower-skilled jobs who need to adapt to a 
changing work environment.  These initiatives are also a significant part of the Department of 
Education and Skills national effort to implement the European Commission’s upskilling path-
ways recommendation, which aims to help adults acquire a minimum level of literacy, numera-
cy and digital skills.  I thank the committee for its attention and I look forward to its questions.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I thank all our guests for their presentations.  
It strikes me that one of the appendices supplied by the National Adult Literacy Agency lists the 
nine Departments involved with adult literacy.  This committee deals with education and skills.  
It is a very important matter.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: The figure of approximately €600 per person per annum was given 
in respect of working with somebody and improving his or her literacy.  Is there a figure for 
what it costs the State if there are 750,000 people with numeracy problems?  What is the cost 
of not having people at a certain level of literacy and numeracy?  Health has been mentioned, 
along with being able to engage with politics and the education system.  This has a detrimental 
effect on society.  Could we flip the conversation and look at the cost to the State of people not 
having literacy and numeracy skills rather than how much it costs to provide the service?

Is there less awareness and understanding of learning difficulties relating to numeracy and 
dyscalculia and a resistance to acknowledge this within the education sector?  I know at leav-
ing certificate level there are no extra points or allowances if a person has dyscalculia.  I could 
be corrected but, as far as I am aware, Trinity is the only university that gives a maths waiver.  
Have our guests come across many people with undiagnosed dyscalculia and is there a lack of 
a real will to address it as a learning difficulty?

We have heard that children achieve certain scores and there is a big gap when we consider 
adult scores.  Adults have different types of engagement than children.  A young person in sixth 
year may want to attend university but the parents may not be from a professional background 
or have the same level of literacy.  They may not have the literacy to navigate a system of ap-
plication forms for colleges and points or SUSI applications.  Sometimes that level of literacy 
might be completely missing within the family; it would not matter if there is a high level of 
literacy in children because they would not engage with that type of literature anyway.  What 
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impact does this have on a child who may have scored highly in literacy throughout school?  
What type of impact does an intergenerational literacy deficit have within the family?

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: I am not a member of this committee but I am a member of 
the Joint Committee on Employment Affairs and Social Protection.  There is a clear overlap.  
Ms Gallagher indicated that the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection is 
both the path of referral and there may be anxiety about a lack of clarity with respect to the 
retention of benefits.  The committee of which I am a member has had much discussion about 
how to ensure people are given literacy or educational options when they are in contact with 
employment services.  For example, people may have much anxiety if they are put through the 
JobPath scheme or they be concerned about losing entitlements.  What does a positive or nega-
tive invitation to engage with these services look like?  How do we ensure that people who may 
have literacy issues are being identified either by Intreo, the Department or JobPath in order 
that literacy needs can be addressed rather than a person being moved to a low-skilled job, for 
example, while he or she still has literacy and numeracy issues that have not been dealt with?

I have a question on pathways that could be addressed to any of the witnesses but particu-
larly Mr. O’Flaherty as he spoke of further education and training.  I know many people go to 
citizen information services when they do not feel they can access information online or un-
derstand leaflets.  Could citizen information services be potential referral pathways to identify 
people who may have needs and supports?  The figure of 12% of those in need being addressed 
has been mentioned.  Will our guests comment on where they feel resources need to be allo-
cated most in order to achieve the 7% target for people having a secondary education from the 
current figure of 17%?  Is there a flexibility in those schemes?  Are they part-time or full-time?  
What kind of commitment do they require if people are working or managing care needs?  Are 
the schemes working in bringing people who may be harder to reach into the process?

I was struck by the comment about reading a leaflet and the lowest points of literacy.  Many 
people become aware of literacy issues when they fail some bureaucratic test in not getting a 
form back in time or losing a hospital appointment.  Should there be a flagging system when 
these literacy problems are encountered so that people can be directed to support?  That is in-
stead of just losing out, which is what happens, certainly in terms of people trying to navigate 
social welfare.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): It is useful to have Senator Higgins here in 
light of her experience with the other committee.  There is obviously an interrelation between 
different Departments and committees.  I wish to add some questions.  I have a question for 
Ms Gallagher on the issue of people who are hard to reach.  How do we bring in people who 
clearly will have difficulty with or a fear of engaging with various services, and difficulty in 
acknowledging and recognising the issues they have?  Ms Gallagher mentioned people coming 
in through the Men’s Sheds, which is an interesting way, and also through the Department of 
Employment Affairs and Social Protection.  What we would really like to get to in this commit-
tee is how we can improve opportunities and access for people who have difficulty with literacy.  
That is my first issue.

Second, Mr. O’Flaherty talked about Ireland’s score in the PIAAC survey, which is not great 
as we are 19th out of 34.  Ms Bailey talked about the national skills strategy and the targets 
therein.  Will she expand on the aims within the national skills strategy, the percentages and 
what we need to do to reach the targets in the national skills strategy up to 2025?  We need to 
be able to measure where we are going and what we are achieving, and how to get to the point 
we want to get to, where literacy is not a struggle for so many people.
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Third, I want to ask Ms Bailey about the issue of struggling with language, to which Senator 
Higgins referred, for example, the difficulty of facing bureaucracy, etc.  Ms Bailey’s organisa-
tion has been campaigning for the use of plain language for a long time, so she might respond 
in regard to the difficulties people face, given the language used by bureaucracy, and what 
progress is being made.

I ask Ms Gallagher to respond first.

Ms Cróna Gallagher: I am not sure if I got all of the questions but a number of them over-
lap to some extent.  With regard to how to bring in people, in our experience, people need to 
want to come in.  Very often, people come in when they are at a turning point in their lives or 
when there is some crisis that precipitates that engagement.  It could be something personal, 
for example, the break-up of a relationship, a divorce or something like that, where the other 
partner has been doing all of the paperwork.  People often come in when their children start 
school and they realise their six-year old is galloping past them in terms of literacy.  It could be 
something like progression at work, where they realise they would like to apply for promotion 
and they cannot do that.  It has to reach a particular point before people want to come in.

We get referrals in all sorts of ways and we do all sorts of things ourselves in terms of social 
media, open days and liaising with community groups, which is very important.  Community 
groups tend to know the people who may have difficulties with literacy.  ETBs are very good 
at having a reach into communities, which is a very important part of what we do.  It is about 
trying lots of different ways.  There is no one easy way.

The other thing is that just because they come in once, it does not mean they are going to 
stay.  They might come in to get some information but that might be the end of it, so we need 
to follow that up and have lots of engagement with them.  That is time consuming and costly.  
There is no quick win, and that is what we have learned over the years.  It is time consuming 
and costly to engage people who have low levels of literacy.

To give an example, ETBs have memorandums of understanding with the Department of 
Employment Affairs and Social Protection.  Reference was made to JobPath.  Our experience 
is that JobPath refers people into the literacy programmes and we would spend a lot of time 
working with community stakeholders, statutory stakeholders, partnership companies and the 
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection.  There are myriad ways in which 
people engage with us.

Ms Inez Bailey: I want to go back to the first question on costs.  PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
PwC, was commissioned to estimate the cost to the Netherlands economy in regard to its lit-
eracy and numeracy problems among the adult population, which would be far lower than the 
Irish context, and it estimated a cost of €1.3 billion in 2018.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): Is that per annum?

Ms Inez Bailey: Yes.  PwC was effectively the first non-education-based entity to apply 
a methodology to coming up with that figure and, consequently, that has driven huge invest-
ment across the Dutch Government and a number of its Departments, so it is not just the Dutch 
Department of Education, though it is playing the leading role, but a total of four Government 
Departments combining resources to address the issue in the Netherlands currently.  It is an 
interesting comparison, considering the economy of the Netherlands in comparison to Ireland, 
but it is also taking place in a number of other countries as well.  There is a kind of shift in terms 
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of what needs to be done about this issue at a higher level.

In terms of numeracy, we have lower levels of awareness that there is something about 
numeracy impeding one’s life, and certainly fewer people enter into services looking for nu-
meracy support.  In the context of what used to be called dyscalculia and was sometimes called 
dyscalculia, one of the issues is that, in order to get a diagnosis, people need to go to an educa-
tional psychologist.  However, even if they get a diagnosis, this does not provide them with any 
additional supports.  Many children are diagnosed with it.  This does make a difference in terms 
of how they might learn.  We find many parents are struggling with children who perhaps have 
that diagnosis but the parents do not necessarily know how to support them, and the children 
probably have a negative attitude to maths from a very young age, or that is our experience.  
We believe there is a usefulness in putting attention on numeracy as a subject in its own right, 
and perhaps there could be an awareness campaign specifically around this and around help-
ing people to see how relatively important it is in one’s life, and also that there are ways to do 
something about it.

With regard to the PISA-OECD test and the PIAAC tests, effectively, one is a test done 
in school when children are 15, so they are in an environment where they are used to sitting 
tests, whereas the PIAAC is based on taking a series of tests over the course of one hour when 
the adults involved are not used to being put through that format.  They are effectively tests of 
real-life examples that would use people’s literacy and numeracy skills.  We would contend that 
despite the PISA scores, however high they might be, the gains are not being held as people 
become adults, given we now have people who are surveyed in PIAAC who would have been 
the population that was surveyed in the early stages of PISA.  The OECD and, from what we 
can work out, all of the other stakeholders cannot explain why we have those two differences.  
It is, at least, cause for concern that it would not appear we are holding the gains that we have 
taken comfort from in the PISA tests in regard to the adult process.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: There is obviously an issue with the assessment of PISA in regard 
to how children are assessed because they are being assessed literally regarding what they are 
learning or what type of literature they are engaging with, rather than literacy in the broader 
sense.

Ms Inez Bailey: Not necessarily.  The cultural context is that they are sitting tests all the 
time, so sitting this test is not something that is abnormal to them in a school environment, 
whereas if they have to be randomly selected from the population to sit through an hour-long 
test, that gives us a better indication of whether a 25 year old has a good level of literacy, as op-
posed to what he or she did when he or she was 15.  They are not the same tests and it is not the 
same environment, but it is concerning that they are not holding the strong performance.  There 
is a sense that the PIAAC data showed us as being below the EU and OECD average.  I do 
not think that is a place we should be happy with, yet the gains over 17 years between the two 
surveys were very small.  In fact, it was statistically negligible, according to the CSO.  There 
has been a sense that the PIAAC was not too bad but we would perhaps be putting forward the 
message that it is very concerning to be that far down by comparison with European countries 
that did better than us and that are taking this more seriously.  That is the current situation.

The PEC system scoring in the Department of Employment and Social Protection includes 
people identifying whether they have a literacy or numeracy issue.  There is self-identification.  
We are aware that the Department knows how many self-identify as having a literacy or nu-
meracy issue when they are put through the PEC system and end up with a score.  Our agency 
has certainly supported the Department in examining the number of people who have identified 
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themselves as having a literacy and numeracy issue and in ensuring they are getting support to 
address it while there are on the Department’s books.

With regard to citizen information, we have done quite a bit of work on awareness training 
of staff to ensure staff in the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection and the 
citizens information service are aware of how to detect and refer an individual sensitively.  They 
say they get many people who have difficulty understanding the forms and filling them out.  I 
will come to that in a second.

On the proportion of 7%, we are not necessarily completely equating people with literacy 
and numeracy difficulties with people who have low educational attainment but we are aware 
there is a strong correlation.  We set the target to bring the proportion down to 7% in 2007.  We 
still have the same target in 2019 and we are not going to reach, which is concerning.  That 
is not a PIAAC-PISA argument.  It reflects people’s educational attainment levels.  There are 
many in the cohort - almost 500,000 - who do not have upper secondary qualifications and who 
are in the labour force.  Over the period in question, why have we not closed the gap?  Admit-
tedly, we had a lot more resources in the noughties but it is now 2019 and will not have reached 
the target by 2020.  It is not 7% to be achieved in 2025; it is 7% to be achieved in 2020, with 
a new target to be set after that.  Where people have a difficulty, they must be made aware that 
there is support available.  Where staff are coming across people with difficulties, we are trying 
to do awareness training with them so they can make referrals.  There is a good relationship and 
understanding that the ETBs across the country are available to support people.

With regard to language struggle, we live in a very dense information age.  A great volume 
of information is thrust upon people and they are dependent on their individual skills to analyse 
it and act on it, not only in terms of their own benefits but also in terms of everything else they 
might do in their lives.  In this regard, we mentioned the issue of them supporting their children 
in accessing higher education.  We receive many calls from people having difficulty supporting 
their children in second level education and accessing supports.  We are very much advocating 
a plain English Bill.  I believe it is being considered on Second Stage.  Good practice is being 
volunteered by organisations but it is not consistent practice.  It should be mandatory across 
public information providers.  That is what we advocate.

Mr. Phil O’Flaherty: My colleagues have answered many of the questions raised.  Let me 
address the point on the 7% target.  Ms Bailey is correct in that it will not be reached.  In quarter 
4 last year, the figure was 11.8%.  It was 14.6% in quarter 4 of 2014.  It is, therefore, moving in 
the right direction but the target will not be reached.

The difference between the PIAAC figures and the target figure of the national skills strate-
gy is that the latter relates to formal educational qualifications.  To move towards the 7% target, 
people need to get qualifications at upper secondary level.  That involves formal, certified pro-
vision.  This matter is somewhat distinct from the questions on the adult literacy service.  Many 
of the qualifications in this regard are certified, but at lower levels.  The education is mostly 
part-time, which helps a lot in accessibility and availability.  It is delivered across a broad range 
of providers at community level and by ETBs.  It is very good in terms of ease of access but, 
to move towards formal educational qualification attainment at upper secondary level, there is 
a need to move on to different types of programmes.  The question of converting engagement 
in lower-intensity adult literacy programmes into engagement in formal education is an issue.  
That probably speaks to the theme of the level of co-ordination on the ground, as raised by Ms 
Bailey and committee members.  As Ms Gallagher outlined, there are some good formal link-
ups between the Department of Employment and Social Protection, Intreo offices and ETBs 
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through formal memorandums of understanding.

There is an improved story since the creation of the ETBs.  Many disparate parts of further 
and adult education and training were brought together under the roof of a single agency.  We 
are seeing more of the literacy services supporting learners on other further education and train-
ing programmes.  There is a better connection within the ETBs.  There is an improvement in 
respect of engagement with the Departments of Education and Skills and Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection but the same formality does not exist in regard to the entire range of other 
services.  There is probably a way to go in that respect.  The new further education and training 
strategy will address that link-up.

When we hear that 450,000 people have an education at a level lower than lower secondary 
level, we must remember that, given the unemployment level is thankfully quite low, many of 
them are in employment.  That is positive in the overall sense but it challenges the model of 
delivery by ETBs of adult education provision because they are well linked in with community 
groups and many of the services.  Many in employment are not accessing those sorts of ser-
vices, however.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: If Mr. O’Flaherty were to stay and listen to the witnesses in the 
next session, he would understand why it is not good.  Those with low literacy skills and low 
educational attainment in the jobs market will be the first to lose their jobs to those with digital 
literacy and to automation.  It is not good that this is where people are when literacy levels are 
so low.

Mr. Phil O’Flaherty: Yes.  Actually, I-----

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): It is a matter of having work-based literacy 
programmes as well.  That is what we need.

Mr. Phil O’Flaherty: Yes, that is exactly it.  That is what I was going to go on to say.  
People must be reached in the workplace.  There is a question about work in the first instance.  
The Senator raised the issue of people moving into vulnerable employment without necessarily 
having their skills needs addressed.  If people are in employment, however, it behoves us to also 
reach them in the workplace.  Some of this involves working through employers.  The skills to 
advance initiative does a lot of that.  Let us be clear that some employers are not necessarily 
enormously committed to the development of the literacy of their workforce if they do not see 
an immediate payoff in terms of what is happening on the job.  ETBs and other groups, there-
fore, need to reach the workers directly, not just through employers.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: There might be success in reaching out through unions in 
that regard.  Unions are another way of reaching workforces, indeed sometimes very vulnerable 
ones, as a referral pathway.

Mr. Phil O’Flaherty: Unions have been active for a long time in delivering education and 
training, everything from hobby-type programmes all the way up to more formal programmes.  
Part of the issue is that union penetration in some of these sectors is quite patchy.  This year, for 
the first time, €11 million has gone into the skills to advance initiative.  Another €6.9 million 
allocation was announced in the recent budget.  Our capacity to address this is increasing but 
it is still a significant story.  According to the EU statistics on lifelong learning, Ireland is just 
above the EU average as a whole.  The area in which we perform comparatively worse is people 
who are in employment.  It is an important area to pay attention to but we must not lose focus 
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on those who are not employed.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): We are interested in feedback on how that 
money is to be spent and what new work is going to be done.

Ms Inez Bailey: We are one of the few economies in Europe that does not have paid educa-
tional leave or some sort of statutory basis upon which people could be entitled to support for 
learning while they are in the workforce.  In particular, where we are talking about those who 
are the furthest behind, there is a strong case for a statutory entitlement for people who have less 
than a particular attainment level, if we were going to be restrictive in an intervention.  We are 
one of the few countries that does not have anything at all.  That has become a problem.  Re-
garding the lifelong learning ratio, we have the highest percentage of young people with higher 
education.  They comprise the bulk of those engaging in lifelong learning.  Those aged over 
35 and with the lowest level of educational attainment are not in evidence at all in our lifelong 
learning statistics.  There seems to be a perfect storm with this group, which is why we have not 
been making the inroads that we would like.  From our perspective, this requires new thinking, 
a new approach and a co-ordinated effort to lift them, ideally once and for all, as opposed to 
leaving them as a cohort.

Ms Cróna Gallagher: In my view the literacy services have improved dramatically over 
the last 20 years.  While the numbers are not what they should be, the quality of the service is 
much better.  Twenty years ago there were people on unaccredited courses; nobody knew how 
they were progressing or what their levels were.  There has been a lot of development work.  For 
example, most of the tuition is now group tuition whereas we had a volunteer literacy service 
20 years ago.  It is important to mention that.  Most people are doing accredited courses.  There 
is room always for unaccredited courses, for example in family learning and so on, but that is 
there.  The other factor that has served to reduce the stigma of literacy programmes is the fact 
that we are doing ICT courses.  There is no stigma attached to somebody saying, “I am hopeless 
at computers”, whereas it is quite different if one cannot read and write.  The tutors are very 
skilled and can build literacy into those programmes.  When the learner is confident and com-
fortable, they can also refer them to other literacy programmes.  The quality has improved a lot.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Ms Gallagher.  Her comments lead 
us into our next session, which is on digital literacy among adults.  The witnesses have certainly 
given us food for thought and have raised proposals and issues that we may need to follow up 
on.  It has been very interesting and may lead to us wanting to do some more work in this area.  
I thank all three witnesses for their presentations.  I propose that we suspend to allow the next 
group of witnesses to take their seats.

Sitting suspended at 4.55 p.m. and resumed at 4.57 p.m.

Digital Literacy in Adults: Discussion

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): The purpose of this part of the meeting is to 
have an engagement with stakeholders on digital literacy in adults.  On behalf of the committee, 
I welcome Ms Elizabeth Waters from An Cosán; Mr. George Ryan, chief operating officer, FIT 
Limited; Dr. Alice Mathers, head of research, the Good Things Foundation; Mr. James Bryant, 
academic and Trinity College Dublin graduate; Mr. Kevin Marshall, Microsoft Ireland; and Mr. 
Bill Morrissey, principal officer, and Ms Caroline Henry, assistant principal officer, Department 
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of Communications, Climate Action and Environment.  I will invite witnesses to make a brief 
opening statement of up to three minutes, which will be followed by an engagement with mem-
bers of the committee.

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 committee.  However, if they are directed by 
the committee to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they 
are entitled thereafter only to a 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 they are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they 
should not criticise or make charges against any person, persons or entity by name or in such a 
way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  Any opening statements made to the committee will 
be published on its website after this meeting.

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the House or an of-
ficial either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

Some of the members of the committee have priority questions for the Minister for Educa-
tion and Skills in the Dáil Chamber at the moment so, unfortunately, they cannot be here.  They 
convey their apologies and may get back in before the end of the session.  I invite Ms Waters to 
make her presentation.

Ms Elizabeth Waters: Within a three-minute time limit.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): If possible, please.

Ms Elizabeth Waters: I thank the committee for the opportunity to address it today.  For 
more than 30 years, An Cosán has been committed to empowering disadvantaged individuals 
to achieve their potential in Tallaght west.  Recently we scaled up our impact throughout the 
country using technology to connect entire communities to learning across Ireland.  As a na-
tion, we hold a top ten position globally in our proportion of STEM graduates from third level.  
That is an amazing statistic, but that needs to be set against the fact that only 48% of individuals 
have at least basic digital skills, which means that 52% do not.  This is one of the lowest levels 
in the EU.  The EU average is 57%.  We are facing a digital divide of catastrophic proportions.

Globally, entire sectors of employment are threatened by digital innovation.  One third of 
jobs in Ireland in agriculture, retail, transport, hospitality, manufacturing and low-paid jobs 
in the public sector are all at high risk of digital disruption.  Today our Government is rapidly 
accelerating online delivery of public services, yet more than 40% of our citizens are discon-
nected or digitally disadvantaged.  As ever those with lower levels of education are most im-
pacted.  The World Economic Forum has pointed to the need for retraining existing workforces, 
a proactive approach to their lifelong learning, and governments rapidly and creatively crafting 
a supportive environment to assist individual and organisational efforts.

An Cosán has been seriously concerned by the digital divide but we knew we could not 
tackle the issue alone; it required a collaborative approach.  We have developed a very interest-
ing model, which is a tripartite relationship across corporate, community and public sectors.  
Through collaboration, we create impact and are best placed to solve complex social questions.  
In the past two years, An Cosán has joined forces with top global companies, creating a model 
of partnership to tackle social issues.  We have harnessed our resources and developed a strate-
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gic digital pathways framework and programme to significantly improve the digital skills of all 
our citizens and people in the workplace.  We are discussing with SOLAS how the framework 
might align with and support further education and training provision.

In our submission, we have made a number of recommendations and I will focus on just 
two.  We need a whole-society approach to a whole-society problem.  We need to adopt that 
collaborative, cross-sectoral, integrated and strategic approach to bring all of the resources of 
the corporate, public and community sectors together to solve the digital divide problems we 
are facing.

We also recommend having a new Irish digital champion to spearhead a campaign, as we 
did years ago on literacy, to make people aware that we are facing a tsunami.  Such a digital 
champion should encourage Irish citizens to check their digital skills to become digitally com-
petent.  Ireland could be an exemplar of how being a digitally competent nation appears.  Alter-
natively, we could be like the UK where the digital skills gap is going to cost that country £141 
billion.  That is not where we want to go, but we need to act quickly.

Mr. George Ryan: I thank the committee for the invitation to make a submission on this 
important topic and for inviting FIT to the meeting.  The presentation we just heard was very 
impressive.

FIT works in close collaboration with SOLAS and ETBs in order that diverse jobseekers 
can access quality ICT training programmes and more recently apprenticeships.  FIT has also 
developed digital literacy programmes with the support of the private sector, global founda-
tions, the EU, the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment and SO-
LAS, which to date have benefited more than 30,000 people.  These programmes demonstrate 
a practical low-cost train-the-trainer approach, supporting people with literacy and numeracy 
gaps, youth at risk, migrants, older people, farmers and those who want access to services, such 
as online banking.

In our submission, we highlighted Irish and EU policies that we believe are important in ad-
dressing digital literacy, including: the national digital strategy and its digital skills for citizens 
scheme, which I hope we will hear more about later; the further education and training, FET, 
strategy and its goal of active inclusion; the skills to advance and innovation through collabora-
tion schemes from the Department of Education and Skills; and the EU’s key competencies for 
lifelong learning, one of which is digital and technology-based competency. 

Our work on the ground has made us acutely aware that projects such as digital skills for 
citizens funded by the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment pro-
vided a constant glimmer of hope and connectivity for many communities during the darkest 
days of the recent recession.

In our submission, we reported on Ireland’s poor ranking and we have heard much about 
this.  Ireland is 21st out of 33 countries for digital literacy, based on the OECD’s survey of adult 
skills, the PIAAC.  We believe we can, and should, do much better.  We are running behind 
neighbours such as the UK.  We are embarrassed about that as a digital leader in our economic 
performance. 

There are two key emerging threats that Ireland needs to act on urgently.  First, one in three 
jobs in Ireland is at high risk due to the impact of digitalisation.  Second, accelerating digi-
talisation in private and public service delivery has the potential to increase the digital divide.  
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Instead we need to ensure that digitalisation is an enabler for people, particularly vulnerable 
workers and older people. 

FIT has four recommendations that we believe merit the committee’s consideration.  The 
first we call “digi-community”.  We propose the development of a five-year digital inclusion 
strategy to invest in the building of social capital in communities, building on the experience 
of activists such as FIT and others, and the needs articulated by disadvantaged communities, 
whether they be neighbourhood-based or defined by other factors such as age, education, dis-
ability or ethnicity. 

The second we named “digi-workforce”.  We propose the establishment of a targeted pro-
gramme to upskill employees who are vulnerable due to their lack of digital literacy.  Our third 
recommendation is to embed what we call a “digihub” or “digiclub” model, as we detailed in 
our submission, as a strand in the proposed digi-community and digi-workforce actions.  It is 
not just skills training; it is engagement with and empowerment of the people doing the learn-
ing.

We believe that a digitally literate workforce and a community go hand-in-hand, and that 
the monitoring of progress is best judged in the round.  We recommend the creation of a digital 
skills observatory to track progress across community and the workforce, to benchmark against 
peer nations and to evolve and appraise stakeholders. 

I appreciate the opportunity to share our views and make our recommendations.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): The next speaker is Dr. Alice Mathers of 
Good Things Foundation.  I understand she has an aeroplane to catch.  We will understand if 
she has to leave.  If we have any questions for her, presumably we can send them on to her later.

Dr. Alice Mathers: I am grateful for the invitation to appear before the committee.  We ap-
preciate being able to speak among these other experts.

Digital technology is transforming how we engage with the world around us at work and 
at home.  As the world increasingly moves online, it is vital to ensure that no one is left behind 
thereby failing to benefit from the economic and social opportunities that digital can provide.  
Good Things Foundation is a social change charity, focused on digital inclusion, that works in 
the UK and Australia to help people lead better lives through digital.  Our work has provided us 
with a good understanding of the importance of digital literacy in these contexts and the scale 
of the digital divide.

In the UK, 4.1 million adults have never used the Internet.  A further 7.8 million lack the es-
sential digital skills needed for day-to-day life and 53% of the working population do not have 
the digital skills needed for work.  It is estimated that 2.5 million adults are offline in Australia, 
with a further 4 million classed as limited users.  An estimated 4 million Australians use their 
mobile phones to get online and have no fixed connection.  Those with limited skills are more 
likely to live in rural areas while those online are more likely to be younger, wealthier and more 
educated.  Those with disabilities are less likely to benefit from the digital age.  Having a low 
income, low literacy and numeracy skills and low self-confidence are all compounding factors 
that can intensify digital exclusion.  Key motivational barriers can also prevent people from 
engaging with digital, particularly those who think digital is not for them, who feel they lack 
support or who perceive it as too complicated or too expensive. 

At Good Things Foundation, we believe that community organisations are best placed to 
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deliver basic digital skills support to those most vulnerable to being excluded from the benefits 
of the digital age.  We have developed a highly effective, mission-led, scaled operational model 
that works collaboratively with thousands of local community organisations to deliver digital 
learning.  This is teamed with a blended model of online learning content and offline support.  
In the UK, Good Things Foundation co-ordinates the Online Centres Network comprising more 
than 5,000 hyper-local grassroots organisations including community centres, small charities, 
work clubs, health centres, advice centres, libraries and even a fish and chip shop.  All are inde-
pendent of us and all are based in the heart of their communities. 

Good Things Foundation Australia was established in 2017, having won an Australian Fed-
eral Government contract to create a digital inclusion network based on our learnings from the 
UK.  In under two years, we were able to recruit a local network of more than 2,700 organisa-
tions.  Such investment in digital skills support benefits not only individuals, but communities 
and society.  It increases people’s earning potential and their likelihood of finding employment, 
promotes financial inclusion and decreases loneliness and social isolation, as well as providing 
time and cost savings for both individuals and government services.  As such, we believe that 
digital technology can be an enabler, can help us to solve some of our greatest social challenges 
and can change lives.  We encourage the Irish Parliament to adopt a nationally co-ordinated, 
community-centred approach to increasing adult digital literacy.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Dr. Mathers and invite Mr. Bryant 
to make his opening statement.

Mr. James Bryant: I thank the committee for the invitation to contribute on the important 
issue of digital literacy among adults.  In my opening statement, I hope to highlight some of 
the main aspects of my written submission.  Ireland is a highly-skilled, knowledge economy 
with a particularly high rate of ICT graduates.  This is a direct result of an historically strong 
education system and the presence of many large multinational corporations that require such 
a labour force.  By EU standards, according to the digital economy and society index, DESI, 
report, Ireland also benefits from an above-average level of broadband coverage and of female 
ICT specialists as a percentage of female employment.  While these results all suggest a strong 
position for the country, a number of underlying problems may negatively impact Ireland if left 
unaddressed.  For instance, while broadband coverage may be good, the price of broadband is 
a limiting factor in the take-up of such services.  Additionally, as mentioned by previous speak-
ers, approximately 50% of individuals lack least basic digital skills, with a similar number lack-
ing at least basic software skills.

The differences between those who are highly technologically literate and those without 
basic digital skills are the foundation for the inequality known as the digital divide.  The digital 
divide describes the sometimes severe cost a citizen can incur, economically or socially, by be-
ing unable to participate in a network society such as Ireland’s.  This ranges from being unable 
to easily access government services to being significantly less employable and finding it dif-
ficult to upskill at the required rate.  As the public and private sectors both further digitise, the 
exclusionary effect on those without basic digital literacy grows faster.  New challenges such as 
job automation, artificial intelligence and algorithmic bias are becoming significant parts of our 
dialogue as an economy and society and this dialogue benefits from having a diverse, skilled 
citizenry participating in it.

In my written submission, I outline some of the main barriers to access for adults lacking 
digital skills, including having the ability, means, skills or motivation to engage with digital 
systems.  However, gaps in digital literacy and the aforementioned barriers often have their 
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foundations in societal inequalities and that these need to be addressed as part of any compre-
hensive solution.  I make several suggestions for policymakers, which I am happy to discuss 
in more detail.  These range from conditional subsidies or stimulation for lagging groups to 
encouraging open access for information.  Overall, I believe Ireland is in a good position to try 
to close the gap in the digital divide, though this will depend heavily on sustained political will 
and private sector buy-in on a range of solutions, as detailed in submissions to this committee.

I thank the committee again for the invitation to make both written and oral submissions and 
I look forward to answering any questions on the topic where I can.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Bryant and invite Mr. Marshall 
from Microsoft to speak.

Mr. Kevin Marshall: I am grateful for the opportunity to make an opening statement to the 
committee.  We have made a written submission in response to the questions we were asked to 
address so I will simply go through the main points.

It is now commonplace to say that we live in a time of unprecedented technological change.  
The pace of advancement is greater than any time in human history.  However, there are lessons 
from history that we can learn when thinking about how we develop an integrated strategy to 
move forward to develop skills across the board for all out citizens.  This is not something new.  
The notion of technological unemployment was highlighted by John Maynard Keynes in the 
1930s.  He wrote about examples from the past of workers being displaced by new technologies 
such as water wheels, windmills, mechanical clocks, steam engines and so on.  

There is now a growing movement within the technology area that is interested in the no-
tion of artificial intelligence and how it is going to impact our lives now and into the future.  A 
recent study by McKinsey highlighted the fact that between 40% and 50% of the workforce is 
currently affected by artificial intelligence and that this will increase over the next five years.  
More worryingly, it has been suggested that as many as 800 million workers could be displaced 
by artificial intelligence by 2030.  This is hugely significant in the context of policies on the 
education of all of our citizens.  A number of frameworks exist, which are worth highlighting, 
particularly the work done by the European Commission on DigiComp 2.1, which outlines a 
number of skills, strategies and competencies that are worth considering in the context of policy 
going forward.  Reference is made to information and data literacy, communication, collabora-
tion and safety.  

I was struck by what was said by previous contributors on the challenges in basic literacy, of 
which I was unaware, to be honest.  That creates an even greater challenge for us because to ac-
cess all this fantastic technology and the courses that are available, people need to be able to en-
gage with the material.  In that context, there is an even greater need for an integrated strategy.  

Over the past couple of months, we have been working with An Cosán to develop the digital 
stepping stones programme, an interesting and enlightening project.  We will continue to work 
with An Cosán to improve outcomes by providing infrastructure and a curriculum that we feel 
is relevant to upskilling individuals across the country.  We have provided more details on this 
in our written submission and I am happy to engage with the committee to discuss these issues 
further.  

The final point I would make is that we need to pay attention to this and to develop an inte-
grated policy and an implementation strategy that deals with all of these issues.
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Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Marshall.  Our final speaker 
is Mr. Morrissey from the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment.

Mr. Bill Morrissey: I thank the Chairman and the committee for the opportunity to con-
tribute to this discussion.  I am joined by my colleague, Ms Caroline Henry, who leads on the 
digital skills for citizens scheme.

A number of Departments are active in the area of digital literacy, including the Depart-
ments of Education and Skills and Business, Enterprise and Innovation, which focus on formal 
education, labour force participation and future skills.    The focus of the Department of Com-
munications, Climate Action and Environment in this area is on introducing non-onliners, those 
who have never used the Internet before, to use Internet and digital technologies.  The objec-
tive is to provide these non-onliners opportunity to gain the basic skills and confidence to start 
their digital journey by removing some of the barriers, for example, fear and a lack of skills, 
trust and awareness of what being online can offer.  Such benefits can include saving time and 
money, staying in touch with family and friends, enjoying a wider variety of hobbies and inter-
ests, staying up-to-date with news, accessing Government services and obviously being able to 
participate in education.

Since 2008, the Department has run two schemes designed to help those who have never 
used the Internet before.  The first was the benefit scheme, which ran from 2008 to 2016, invest-
ing €8.4 million in providing basic training to 157,000 participants.  This was replaced in 2017 
by the digital skills for citizens scheme.  The scheme provides free, informal, basic digital skills 
training, where people attending classes will learn the skills they need to take their first steps to 
getting online.  Since training commenced in 2017, €4.8 million has been invested in providing 
basic digital skills to over 51,000 participants.  The Department recognises that voluntary com-
munity and not-for-profit organisations are very well-placed to identify and encourage people 
within their communities who have not yet engaged with the Internet.  In 2017, the Department 
entered into grant agreements with 15 voluntary community and not-for-profit organisations, 
including FIT, which is here today, to deliver such informal training on basic digital skills.  
Training classes are available for anyone who does not have the confidence, motivation or 
skills to reap the benefits of digital technologies.  Training is targeted at people over 45 years 
of age, members of the farming communities, small business owners, the unemployed, persons 
with disabilities and other disadvantaged groups, but in reality, anyone who has not interacted 
with Internet technologies can go on the course.  Classes take place in libraries, schools, com-
munity centres, marts and GAA clubs across all counties.  They are advertised locally on the 
Department’s website, with times, venues and content arranged to meet the needs of the par-
ticipants.  Each participant receives ten hours of training in a class of no more than ten people.  
An Internet-enabled device, a computer, laptop or tablet, is provided for use during the class, or 
if people wish they can bring their own devices.  The class content is made up of six hours of 
compulsory modules, which include things like accessing emails, using search engines, access-
ing online government services, using apps, and then there are a further four hours of training 
that are tailored to meet the specific needs of the participants.  

The Department also works closely with other Government Departments to provide relevant 
content for the online Government services aspect of the training.  For example, our colleagues 
in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine provided tutors with demonstration herd 
numbers for use on its ag food site.  The Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport has pro-
vided an interactive demonstration of their motor tax renewal application, and the Department 
of Communications, Climate Action and Environment has focused on the use of the Eircode 
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finder.  At the end of each training course, participants are asked to provide feedback by com-
pleting an online survey.  Almost 20,000 people over the age of 65 have attended the classes, 
and some 6,500 from the farming community have also benefited from the training.

In addition to the work of the grantees, like FIT, in promoting awareness of the scheme and 
encouraging people to participate, the Department has promoted the scheme at the National 
Ploughing Championships and by distributing material through public participation networks, 
Citizens Information offices and the local authority broadband officer network.  Training under 
the current scheme will continue until 2020.  The Department is now looking at how best to 
move forward with the scheme in the context of the new national digital strategy being de-
veloped by the Department of the Taoiseach in partnership with stakeholder Departments and 
agencies.  It is clear that much work remains to be done in this area, with a particular focus on 
scale, effectiveness and co-ordination of efforts.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Morrissey very much.  That 
much work remains to be done is probably a good way to start the discussion.  I am going to 
turn to the members.  I call Senator Ruane.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: I have a request for the Acting Chairman.  If it is agreeable, seeing 
as only myself and Senator Alice-Mary Higgins are here, if we could ask questions and then 
get responses?

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): Yes.  Will you ask your questions first and 
then get responses?  We apologise but questions are still going on in the Dáil which is why our 
membership is so small.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: I have a number of questions and they bounce between the differ-
ent threads and the different contributions, so witnesses can pick up on what applies to them in 
terms of their contributions.

I understand if Dr. Mathers has to leave and I thank her for travelling over from the UK.  We 
have heard lots of good things about her.  That is why reached out, so we were delighted she 
could be here.  I have been involved with lots of different digital organisations, charities and 
activists in the last few years since I have been a public representative.  Part of me gets a bit 
frustrated, because I feel like we are repeating that cycle that we had with literacy many years 
ago, where we are just scraping off the people who we can motivate and engage with.  I men-
tion the issues of isolation and loneliness and people being able to engage with their doctors or 
with social welfare.  Again, we are reaching people just to get them through the day.  In the past 
year, I have become more aware that when it comes to digital literacy, the problem is going to 
be much bigger than it was in terms of literacy and being able to engage with democracy and the 
threat to democracy.  Who actually builds the systems we are working within?  When I think of 
that 52% of people, who do not have basic literacy skills, I wonder who they are.  When we are 
collating that data, is there a demographic identifier of who makes up that 52%?

It feeds into what Mr. Bryant said earlier about a particularly high rate of ICT graduates.  
Again, who are those ICT graduates?  We have to look at how that divide is set up.  Sometimes, 
a number can look good, but actually it is just a really stark, gaping hole between the two dif-
ferent kinds of people that fit into either of those camps.  I am wondering what we can do to 
impact the different levels of digital literacy so people can use it not only to engage in life, but 
to disseminate information that they are reading online and be able to know what is and is not 
a real article and whether it is peer-reviewed.  What are we teaching people at that basic level?
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Maybe Mr. Bryant can go a bit further into how AI and job automation are going to affect 
those with basic literacy skills.  I know we have discussed this before, but I became really 
alarmed when I started reading some of the stuff that Mr. Bryant gave me about how algorithms 
are being built in the US that have that class, racial or gender bias and are even being used 
within the prison system to detect whether somebody will commit a crime in the future, a crime 
that has not even been committed.  This all ties into who those ICT graduates are in the first 
place, and how  we can change so people are not being let down by their digital literacy skills 
and by society or life generally but can instead engage in education and democracy without be-
ing discriminated against by algorithms.  

I am wondering about fake news and democracy, and maybe Mr. Marshall can answer this 
question for me.  Are people with low levels of literacy or digital literacy most susceptible to 
fake news and the threat to democracy, elections, health information and everything that comes 
with that?  We have seen online all these dubious links between certain injections.  Who is go-
ing to be most impacted by this type information, and how can we improve digital literacy to 
ensure that people can engage in a real way with that type of material?

What does a whole of Irish society approach look like?  I know Ms Waters was speaking of 
the approach that was taken in relation to the Good Things Foundation, and maybe she could 
talk a little about what that actually looks like in an Irish context.  I think that is it for now.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): Okay.  You can come back again.

Senator  Lynn Ruane: I do not have the requisite level of language around literacy.  I think 
that is a problem for political representatives who know there is something major happening, 
but do not have enough of a language literacy level to be able to engage with people who can tell 
them what needs to happen to reduce that gap between digital literacy and literacy in general.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Senator Ruane very much.  There 
were a number of questions.  I am not sure who wants to go first.  Maybe Dr. Mathers would 
like to speak now in case she has to go.

Dr. Alice Mathers: Senator Ruane’s range of questions are really critical at this time.  I 
wanted to focus on a number of them.  Who is most vulnerable and therefore what really works 
for them?  What we have found through our work is that within communities where one does 
not have a lot of external influence, there has been an ever-decreasing amount of public and 
community support and a lack of employment opportunities.  There is a cycle of peer influence 
that goes on.  I referred to the point of people deciding this is not for them because there is a real 
problem with younger people who come up through those communities and do not see people 
using digital technologies in a broad way to affect different areas of their lives.  Through our 
work, one of the things we increasingly see is this idea of people who only use social media.  
People who have a smartphone will use a small amount of the apps that are already installed on 
the phone and they do not have the literacy or media literacy skills to do much more beyond that.  
Therefore, one of the most effective measures with that issue is peer influence.  Working with 
community leaders and organisations that people trust is really critical in communities where 
people feel they have had a raw deal for a long time.  The idea of external influences coming 
in and telling people what to do and how to do it is not an effective model.  Online centres in 
the UK as a model always come out of a community need first and foremost, be that a lack of 
employment, poor mental health or the focus on loneliness and isolation and it is because digital 
technologies can be a solution to all those things that we see community organisations as being 
one of the most powerful routes to change.
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Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): As Ms Waters is in a community organisation 
maybe she will come in next.

Ms Elizabeth Waters: What Dr. Mathers said is the truth.  One of the things we would be 
aware of is to ask the question about who in Ireland is affected by the digital divide today.  We 
work in disadvantaged communities right across the country and they are the same people we 
work with in west Tallaght.  They are struggling with poverty and social exclusion every day.  
Their lives are somewhat depressed and chaotic and they struggle.  They are full of fear with 
no self-confidence or self-belief.  There is a lack of motivation.  We know community organisa-
tions on the ground know how to take that on as an issue and change it.  We can encourage peo-
ple in and they will cross over the door.  It takes courage to come in but we know our learners 
and we can work with them to build their confidence and skills.  Some 48% of people in west 
Tallaght do not have access to a computer.  They do not have one and they only have access to 
one when they come into us.  Virtually every single one of them has a smartphone, however.  
Do they utilise it?  No, they do not utilise it in any way close to the extent to which it could be 
used to support them.  Can we build their digital skills?  That is where we start.

With Accenture, we have built a most amazing assessment tool that Accenture has poured 
hundreds of thousands of euro into developing with us.  That assessment tool is accessible and 
easy-to-use and we can encourage our learners to use it and to assess themselves.  If we are 
talking about the skills gap, one of the things we need to be scared witless about is the lack of 
knowledge and understanding, particularly about safety and about people’s digital footprint and 
digital identity.  Many of the learners we work with do not have a clue about that.  That is a key 
place to start.  They can go on this assessment tool and when they get back their results they 
can be pointed in the direction of a range of resources that can either be used in a community, in 
a learning hub or on their own.  They can be pointed towards how to engage and how to build 
their skills.

It is the same as the work we have been doing with literacy for years.  If we remember how 
bad things were 20 to 30 years ago when NALA started, that is where we are today.  We are 
excluding half of our adult population from actively participating in this new world.  Basic 
digital skills are the first step.  Then we need a progression pathway.  That involves our work 
with Microsoft to see how we can build that pathway so there is a clear progression pathway.  
How would Future Now Digital’s initiative that was referred to look like in Ireland?  It would 
look like having a tripartite strong national relationship with the public sector, the corporate 
sector and the community sector with all the knowledge, skills and resources they are willing 
to employ to solve complex social problems.  An Cosán is happy to support that process, as the 
Good Things Foundation has done, but it is key that we look to a way of having an integrated 
national solution to this national problem.  We can do it.  I do not know if Mr. Marshall thinks 
we can do it at a corporate level.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I will go to Mr. Marshall next as there is a 
natural progression to him.

Mr. Kevin Marshall: I agree with everything Ms Waters said.  On the notion of fake news, 
none of us is immune to that and to being susceptible to what is out there, particularly as the 
world has changed so quickly and the information is coming at us so quickly.  The more edu-
cated and well read one is at least reduces the opportunity to be taken in by fake news.  Some 
of the bigger skills outside of regular curriculum we need to think about include this notion of 
problem solving and computational thinking, which is beginning to gain a bit of credence with-
in our system.  We have an incubation lab in Microsoft in Sandyford called the dream space.  
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It has been open for about 18 months and to date we have had 20,000 students, both primary 
and secondary, come through the door.  It is a three to three and a half hour engagement and 
the curriculum is tailored to the particular age group but we all talk about AI and the challenges 
therein, the good stuff associated with it and the notion of facial recognition and what that is 
and what it is not.  Our ten year-olds are acutely aware of what those technologies are, more 
so than we are.  Those types of ideas can be imparted to the likes of working with An Cosán 
and other organisations such as that.  It is about education and we have to keep at it.  We have 
to be more targeted and streamlined and we have to be a bit more fearful.  These numbers are 
challenging, including the literacy numbers.  We need a different way of thinking about this, a 
different national conversation on it.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I will let Mr. Ryan in next.  There was a spe-
cific question to Mr. Bryant then and we will let the Department come in at the end.

Mr. George Ryan: Our firm view is that this is a social inclusion issue.  It is not just training 
and skills.  It is an understanding of the effect this digitalisation is having and will increasingly 
have on people’s lives, whether one is a person in a low income community who is struggling 
day-to-day or whether one is a worker who will be forgotten and will be out of work.  We are 
advocates and activists for the development of communities and we view our digital inclusion 
and literacy activities in that context.  They do not sit outside of people and the communities.  
In the last number of years of the recession, the climate for investment in communities changed.  
We witnessed a steep reduction in funding for community-based initiatives and worsening dis-
advantage and social problems.  In this age, some parts of our society are becoming richer very 
quickly.  However, there is another part of society which has actually gone backwards in the 
past number of years.  As others have said, this needs to be an integrated approach.  It needs a 
timescale - a five-year strategy that can identify how to overcome these issues.  It is important 
that people get an opportunity to learn as well in a peer-to-peer environment or an intergenera-
tional environment.  The latter environment works well.  It has a similar attraction to people.  I 
refer to where people not only can understand the skills but can debate among themselves what 
are they missing out on, what is the issue for them, where are they losing out and where can 
they benefit.  They do that as peers and are supported in the context of a national integrated 
approach.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I will go to Mr. Bryant on the question he 
was asked and then come to the Department.

Mr. James Bryant: I might break up the two main questions on how automation and ar-
tificial intelligence, AI, will affect jobs and algorithmic bias.  I will look first at how AI will 
affect jobs.  I use AI loosely because it has come to mean many different things, both to the 
technology sector and to the public.  Many view automation in general like the invention of 
the railroad or the written language in that there was much fear around those inventions at the 
time.  The agricultural sector was afraid that passing trains would cause cattle to stop breeding, 
something we, as we look back, think is quite silly.  We will look back in many years’ time and 
think many of our fears about automation were quite silly.  However, it is not correct to compare 
it to such modest inventions.  Rather, we should view it more as a cultural changing point.  The 
move is more similar to that from the agricultural economy to the industrial economy.  As Mr. 
Marshall stated earlier, there are great lessons to be taken from history.  If we look back at that 
transformation, we see developments such as 12 years of formal education were necessary to 
bring someone from a farming background up to what was then considered the base-level mini-
mum required education to be able to jump between jobs.  Similarly, with such a high level of 
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digitisation, one must look at a similar transformation in education, or even what we consider 
education, and the topics of lifelong learning in order to have people who are able to dynami-
cally move between jobs, sectors and roles.  The idea of digital literacy is not something we can 
confine to a single department or a single executive in a company.  It is the responsibility of all 
citizens to be digitally literate, which is why it is so important that we are having this discussion 
today.

If we look at the highest-paid jobs, they usually require tertiary level degrees such as a 
masters of education or a PhD.  The required level has been increasing over the past decades, 
as one would expect.  Similarly, the entry-level requirements of education are also increasing.  
This is also set to increase over the coming decades.  In the case of those who are most at risk 
of having their jobs automated, as mentioned by previous speakers, those working in agricul-
ture, transport and factories, there is a real question as to how we as a society react to and pre-
empt the massive automation that is predicted to be coming down the line within the next few 
decades.  The primary solutions are to not only take the infrastructural approach of throwing 
ICT computers, laptops and facilities at people and saying, “Go and learn”, but to take a more 
comprehensive look and to state that here are the skills and teachers one needs, the community 
centres necessary for it and the address of foundational inequalities in society that are causing 
this.  As previous speakers mentioned, the community approach can often work quite well be-
cause one learns with one’s peers and one is not expected to go on one’s own and venture into 
uncharted territory when it comes to digital skills.

Second, I will touch on the topic of algorithmic bias that has been raised.  There are many 
examples of this.  It could be as simple as being on social media, seeing many articles and news 
sources that have similar opinions to oneself, and thinking one’s opinions are mainstream opin-
ions and they are reinforced.  There are issues with this that large companies, such as Google 
and Microsoft, have tackled.  If we look at another system, such as policing technologies, there 
are examples of policing technologies, the use of which is reasonably widespread in the United 
States, which direct police forces on where best to use their limited resources but this can be a 
self-fulfilling prophecy in that the most traditionally under-serviced regions experience slightly 
higher crime.  This means that these regions are more likely to be policed and more people are 
more likely to be charged with crimes in these regions.  Similarly, when one goes back and 
looks at the data set, it looks as though this model was correct and that one should police these 
regions even more.  One can see how that would negatively affect different communities.  Such 
algorithms are not always comprehensive and they will not necessarily look at aspects such as 
financial crime.  They might be focused on violent crime.  That is merely one example.  When 
one looks at the idea of digital literacy, as the Senator mentioned, it is also important that poli-
cymakers, judges and administrators have these skills and understand not only the possibilities 
and the use cases but the limitations of such technology.  They should be able to say that maybe 
this is not the place for statistical analysis and that it is important to have a human in the loop 
making final decisions in these cases.

Finally, this brings me back to the idea that one should not only educate those who are easy 
to educate.  It is easy to say, if one looks at ICT graduates, that most of them are men with an 
interest in the sector from middle-class and more affluent backgrounds.  While it is fantastic that 
we have such a high rate of ICT graduates, it should also be a real point of worry that 50% of 
citizens do not have basic digital literacy skills.  It is a large divide.  Working on ways to attract 
that 50%, not necessarily to specialist-level literacy but at least basic digital literacy, is of vital 
importance.
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Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Bryant.  Finally, we will go to 
the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment.  I realise it is not all in 
Mr. Morrissey’s Department but we would like his response.

Mr. Bill Morrissey: There are a number of points.  Senator Ruane asked who are the per-
sons lacking digital skills.  I will point to the recent CSO 2019 information and community 
technology household survey to which we included a link in our submission.  It points to age 
and social disadvantage.  In terms of digital skills, I suspect they are the key dynamics.  That 
has been our experience.

Ms Caroline Henry: Stay-at-home mums.  There are a couple of categories within the 
CSO statistics that show that.  That is where we concentrate and that is where the targets for 
the digital skills programme came from.  It was informed by the CSO statistics.  That is why it 
was in every county.  It is specifically for over 45s.  It used be for over 65s.  We felt there was 
a cohort of people being left behind by narrowing it that much and it was extended to over 45s 
and all of the other categories.

Mr. Bill Morrissey: We would agree with our colleagues in An Cosán on the role played 
by community and voluntary groups in getting to people and encouraging them to engage with 
the technologies.

There is another form of literacy, which is media literacy.  The Broadcasting Authority of 
Ireland, BAI, and the various media organisations in Ireland are working together on that par-
ticular issue.

The issue of Internet safety may have been raised.  That is a module within the training that 
the digital skills for citizens scheme incorporates.

Ultimately, in discussions that have been ongoing about development of a new national 
digital strategy, this issue is quite a central one.  It speaks to more co-ordination between Gov-
ernment bodies.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Morrissey.  I call Senator Hig-
gins.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: I have one immediate concern that springs to mind and then 
some wider questions.  An immediate concern is looking to the figures, with only 48% having 
those basic digital literacy skills.  As I understand that 57% is the average across European 
countries, we are extraordinarily far beneath the European average.  Looking at this, I think as 
well about the acceleration of initiatives such as MyGovID.  Soon that is predominantly how 
we will access childcare; increasingly, it may become how we access medical appointments; it 
may become how we access driver licences and so on.  What are the witnesses’ concerns about 
our not bridging the gap?  There is also the fact that the pace of a digital requirement from 
citizens is moving far faster, it seems, than the pace of skilling up citizens, giving them digital 
skills and empowering them.  Are the witnesses concerned about the deepening of certain of the 
social, economic and other disadvantages we have across vital areas such as health, education 
and childcare?  Are we in danger in the short term of a period of in fact exacerbating or ac-
celerating disadvantage?  What should be done about that?  Do we need to provide non-digital 
alternatives alongside MyGovID during the bridging period for skills?  That is a short-term 
question, and I ask it in the context of my membership of the Joint Committee on Employment 
Affairs and Social Protection.  We have seen that accelerating of digital requirements.
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We are policymakers, and policy consists always of decisions as to how we live together and 
the spaces we share.  The online space is clearly a space we now share.  Big debates are happen-
ing at the macro level which relate to exactly the work the witnesses talked about.  The online 
space is not simply something that is happening; it is being created and driven.  There is, for 
example, the general data protection regulation at a European level, with the idea that people’s 
data and information belong to them.  The web accessibility directive came in in September.  
This is the idea that websites should be usable by people, including those with a disability, at a 
basic level.  There are these positive drivers and elements, which should be empowering.  It is a 
matter of that route from digital literacy to digital empowerment.  It is almost that we have this 
huge gap to bridge but we have quite far to go.  I ask the witnesses to comment on how we go 
from digital literacy to digital empowerment.  I ask this because we need people; it is not simply 
that people need these skills for employment.  I was very interested to hear the witnesses’ com-
ments on employment.  Again, I sit on the Joint Committee on Employment Affairs and Social 
Protection, and through the Chair I might find an opportunity to bring a complementary discus-
sion to that committee on employment and the future of work.  We need our social processes, 
decisions, policies and so on to reflect the diversity of society.  We as policymakers need people 
to be digitally empowered.

The witnesses might build further on the question of the algorithmic bias.  How do we en-
sure transparency for people in respect of how they are being algorithmically targeted?  How 
do we ensure the push on diversity within that?  There are also a few really practical things.  
One thing I would like the witnesses to comment on is community development.  I was pleased 
to hear that much of it seems to be grants-driven.  That is important and appropriate in order 
that we are not simply giving people a particular digital skill for a particular digital job which 
may exist now but might not exist or be relevant in six months’ time but that we are giving 
people those slightly deeper needs-based skills.  I think Dr. Mathers identified that people need 
to identify their needs, hopes and ambitions for the online space.  How do we then make sure 
their needs drive it and that we have enough flexibility in the funding that is going to the grass 
roots?  Perhaps the witnesses could talk about that.  It is not just a matter of reaching out to tell 
everybody about a course they can do in order that they can get a job; it is a case of listening 
upwards a little more.  I ask witnesses to comment on that.

I can see that there is some funding.  It clearly needs to be scaled up immensely in the short 
term, given that Ireland is 10% behind the rest of Europe.  One area I have identified, and it is 
an issue I have highlighted before in a couple of other fora and which complements the GDPR, 
is that we are now facing a period when Ireland will in fact, through our data protection law, 
be issuing some of the largest fines under data protection legislation and the GDPR.  I suggest 
that a portion of that funding be ring-fenced for digital empowerment.  That would be a way of 
including, as I said, a positive circular dynamic in order that it is not simply a matter of grants 
from companies and so forth but a matter of the fines going back into skilling people up to be 
more aware.  Ms Waters mentioned the issue of people’s own digital safety and digital em-
powerment, that they are able to mind their data and that we could remove a lot of the fear of 
engaging.  This is a comment for Mr. Morrissey.  When we talk about fear, there is fear that is 
justified and then fear that needs to be overcome.  People can be apprehensive about their own 
skills and we must give them the encouragement to overcome that.  Then there is also the mat-
ter of people being given the confidence and skills to be able to mind their own safety.  When 
we go to the United States we see people taking out insurance against identity theft.  People are 
just in a state of fear there and literally take out insurance in case their identify is stolen because 
they do not have the relevant skills.  In Europe we have tools that people can use to guard and 
protect their digital footprint and their digital safety online.  People feel able to use those and 
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make them meaningful for themselves.

Those are just some of the areas I would love the witnesses to comment on.  This is a hugely 
important area for all of us.  We will come back to it, as I said.  I might try to have a comple-
mentary discussion on employment, which I have not focused on.  We have a committee on 
employment and I would love this to be a part of the debate on the future of work because it 
intersects with the four-day week and all those ideas of rethinking work in a positive way.  I 
have talked enough so I will leave it at that.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): The Joint Committee on Children and Youth 
Affairs has dealt a lot with digital safety issues for young people as well, so the issue crosses a 
number of committees.  I will not ask any questions myself because my colleagues have asked 
some really good ones.  We will just go to whoever would like to start in response to Senator 
Higgins’s questions.

Dr. Alice Mathers: I may have to leave after this response but I wanted to come back to 
Senator Higgins’s point about skills not being the end point.  That has always been our phi-
losophy because the moment we get tied into focusing on a framework for measurements and 
success which is driven by the number of people who have the requisite-seeming skills for work 
at that point, we are already out of date.  The other big thing about that is that it does nothing 
really to demonstrate what we all need, which is a lasting behavioural change to using digital 
positively in work and in life.  Our model and the model of all the community organisations 
with which we work have been about that lasting behavioural change.  It is a question of how 
one overcomes previous negative experiences, the feeling that one is being “done to”, that digi-
tal is something one must accept.  Increasingly, that is the story we hear time and time again 
from heavy users of a range of government services: “This is being done to me, and I am being 
sanctioned as a result.”  It is a matter of overcoming those engagements and solving the imme-
diate crisis in order that people have the space to engage with digital differently.  A lot of this, 
as a number of other speakers have mentioned, comes through peer-to-peer support and people 
who have been on a similar journey.  We work a lot with digital champions, who are people who 
have come through that journey in their communities and can say that digital is about achieving 
one’s personal goals in life, that it will change and particularly that it is critical that one is adapt-
able.  Digital is not about using one programme or piece of software to do one task because that 
immediately places people in a point of vulnerability.  It is about thinking of digital as helping 
people solve problems or achieve goals and that therefore digital is an ally.  Teaching people 
how to have that mindset is as critical as teaching them the technical skills themselves.  That is 
what community organisations are brilliant at doing.

Ms Elizabeth Waters: May I just build on that?  We talk all the time about inserting this 
into a lifelong learning context, which is absolutely crucial, and developing what we call a 
growth mindset, that is, that people begin to engage in a way that allows their minds to open 
up and to change their attitudes and behaviour.  That is what we call a growth mindset and we 
need to situate that.  It is really important.  There is a huge focus on digital skills for employ-
ment, but that is only one element of digital skills in our lives.  It is for citizenship, engagement 
and participation in a totally different world that is in front of us.  It is not just about skills, but 
about skills being set in a particular context that we have all agreed.  I really liked the idea of 
digi-communities and digi-hubs.  There is potential in having a really creative approach to this.  
We could take it on and get over and break down that divide if we had the commitment and the 
notion that we need to stop this catastrophe that is facing us.  I am always surprised when people 
are surprised that it is facing us, but it is and we have to ask what are we going to do about it.  
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This is the invitation to the State to come on side, get creative, think outside the box and let us 
get a new movement going.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): Okay.  Mr. Ryan, you are in the new move-
ment as well.

Mr. George Ryan: I second that wholeheartedly.  I am delighted with Senator Alice Mary 
Higgins’s questions and that she has come from a different committee to this one, because, as 
identified, this really cuts across a lot of different influencers in society.  At the moment, Ireland 
is sleepwalking into this digital world, and having this committee and shining the light on this 
issue in itself is a very important opportunity.  We see the glimmer of the candle in the window 
as being colleagues in communications and climate energy with their digital skills.  It has kept 
a tiny hope alive, but we need to have a step change to digitally empower communities, as both 
my colleagues have said, and we need to again find and approach a flexibility in funding to help 
build a capacity of community.  Are “capacity of communities” dirty words?  Do we not invest 
in that anymore?

Acting Chairman (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): No, I do not think so.

Mr. George Ryan: Also we need to invest in mission-driven or advocacy-driven groups, so 
one can have groups concerned about an area or about an issue.  We need to digitally empower 
them in different ways, and as my colleague said, maybe this can become the starting point for 
rolling this into a really effective and strong policy that we do not have at the moment and that 
we absolutely need.  We need to be at the top of the class like Sweden and New Zealand, which 
are in pole position.  I would like us to go ahead of others that are ahead of us at the moment, 
including England, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands.  Why can we not be ahead of them as 
such a rich, digitally empowered economy?

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): Would anybody else like to respond?  Mr. 
Bryant would like to respond.

Mr. James Bryant: I might comment on the digitisation of Government services, in par-
ticular.  Generally, digitisation of services that a wide number of people can make use of is a 
really great opportunity.  It can be very cost effective and it can speed up traditionally quite 
slow bureaucratic services.  The two greatest problems we see in other nations’ examples are 
that often there is a motivation, a skills or a usage access barrier.  On one hand, one has ele-
ments of the labour force who say they have always done it a certain way and who ask why 
there is a need to improve it, so one really has to prove to people and bring them on the journey 
of implementing digitisation.  That is not just citizens but it is also members of the labour force 
implementing the systems.

On the usage filter, which is an access issue, it is a bit more obvious but the idea is that the 
people using and administering the system have to be skilled up and it is not a one-off piece of 
expenditure.  It is a continuous process like upskilling in any other area.  It takes a continued 
investment of both time and resources.

On the second point on how one equitably produces members of society that can contribute 
in both the algorithms themselves or other elements of digital society, it comes back to that 
main point of how the more people who are included within and who enjoy the benefits of a 
network, the more the costs of exclusion will grow, so that any system that is rolled out has to 
be done across all elements of society.  As I said, it is not enough to educate the easy-to-educate 
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in this area.  It has to be done equitably.

A great example is the roll-out of computer science in the secondary school curriculum.  
We saw it rolled out to 40 schools, nine of which were DEIS schools, which is about a repre-
sentative proportion.  I would be very interested to see, as this increases and is rolled out on a 
wider basis and similar schemes are done, whether a same proportion is represented, because 
minimising costs should not necessarily be the priority.  The priority should be helping citizens 
to upskill and become digitally literate. 

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Mr. Bryant.  Would anybody else 
like to comment?

Ms Caroline Henry: We took on board the changes needed after the benefit programme.  
We stopped to review what was happening after training 157,000 people.  We looked at how 
technology was changing and we looked to the community groups and the tutors at the time for 
feedback.  Smartphones were the issue, as I think Ms Waters mentioned.  A lot of people have 
technology in their pockets.  They might not necessarily have a connection at home, but they 
have the facility and the wherewithal to do it.  They just do not know how to use it.  Part of the 
remit in doing the programme was to look at what citizens needed and what was going to make 
a difference to their daily lives.  It was not about certification and it was not about getting them 
back in the workforce.  It was about making a difference to their daily lives such as how they 
could save money and how they could engage with family.  A lot of families had emigrated, 
particularly during the recession, and a lot of families had moved away.  People needed to be 
able to stay in touch with them.

First, we looked at addressing the fear factor and not just at the anxiety.  We looked at fear 
of being scammed online.  We hear so much bad publicity about the dangers of being online that 
we do not necessarily hear the good news and what the benefits can be.  That was part of the 
story that was missing.  Certainly from my experience and having dealt with the programme for 
the last three years, some of the good news stories are fantastic.  One does not hear them, but 
they make a huge difference to people’s lives and it is something that we are conscious of and 
take on board, particularly with what Ms Waters said in relation to working with communities 
and the hard-to-reach people.

Also in devising the programme, we took on board what was said about the need people 
have.  While the programme looks to address the fear and give people the basic skill, we also 
look to give the four hours of training to meet their needs, what it is they are interested in and 
what is going to make a difference to them.  Part of the programme can be tailored to the farm-
ing community, and that is where the ten hours is based towards the farming package and what 
they can do online.  That is what is going to interest them.

There are other community groups and maybe book clubs which want to know how to 
download books, how to read online and stuff like that.  It is tailored to meet the needs of the 
citizens, and certainly in my experience some of the stories have been fantastic and it is making 
a difference but it is not enough.  On its own it is not going to work.  We are going to have to 
collaborate and move forward, but it is about getting the citizens to be engaged.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): Telling the stories might encourage others 
as well.

Ms Caroline Henry: That is what we find as well as talking to the grantees, the people on 
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the ground, who are reaching people.  They all say that it is the mass bulletin.  It is about bring-
ing a friend.  It is that mentality.  We encourage people as well throughout the course to show 
somebody one thing they learned that will interest them.  Hopefully, it will scale up.  It is about 
bringing everybody along.

Mr. Kevin Marshall: The notion of digital empowerment is key because it gives and cre-
ates choices for people across the spectrum.  On the notion of artificial intelligence, algorithms 
and ethics, we need to be attuned to what is going on because it is all driven by data and there 
are good and bad data.  Digital empowerment allows citizens to think about stuff.  That is the 
national collective conversation we continually need to have.  We also need to accelerate our 
thinking on some of this stuff.  There are some interesting historical lessons, but the only differ-
ence is that the pace of change was not what it is now.  As time is not necessarily on our side, 
we must really focus on this matter.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): The debate has been enlightening and the 
issue needs our attention.  As Mr. Marshall said, as time is not on our side, we need to see move-
ment.

I thank everyone for his or her participation.  I hope I am not breaching the general data 
protection regulation when I say it is Liz Waters’ birthday today.  I wll not ask her how old she 
is, but I thank her for her usual positive contribution to our discussion.

Ms Elizabeth Waters: I thank the Acting Chairman.

The joint committee adjourned at 6.10 p.m. until 11 a.m. on Tuesday, 26 November 2019.


