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SPECIAl NEEDS EDUCATION: DISCUSSION wITH SPECIAl NEEDS PARENTS ASSOCIATION

  The joint committee met in private session until 2.30 p.m.

Special Needs Education: Discussion with Special Needs Parents Association

Chairman: we are now in public session.  I welcome Mr. Eoin Kelly and Ms lorraine 
Dempsey of the Special Needs Parents Association to today’s meeting to discuss their experi-
ence of special needs education provision in Ireland and to outline any concerns they may have.

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice 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.  By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of 
the Defamation Act, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence.  
However, if they are asked to stop giving evidence in relation to a particular matter but continue 
to do so, they are then only covered by qualified privilege.  witnesses are reminded that they 
should only give evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings and that they 
should respect the parliamentary practice of not criticising or making charges against any per-
son outside the Houses in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  

we must finish this part of the meeting at 2.30 p.m. and in that context, I ask that presenta-
tion be delivered in five minutes, following which members can ask questions or make com-
ments.

Ms Lorraine Dempsey: I thank the Chairman and committee members for the opportunity 
to address the committee today.  we hope that we will be able to answer any questions that arise 
and give members an insight into the perspective of parents of children with special needs in 
Ireland.

The Special Needs Parents Association is a peer support network for parents of children 
with special needs.  we do not define our membership by the age or diagnosis of the children 
and are very much cross-disability in that respect.  we cover the areas of health, education, wel-
fare and peer to peer support.  Our objective today is to provide members with a parental insight 
into the factors that both inhibit and support the successful inclusion of children with special 
educational needs in Ireland.  The submission before members is based on our perspectives on 
both policy and practice on the ground.  while we have focused on eight areas in particular, 
they are not exclusive of each other.  Indeed, some of the issues are very closely interrelated.  

I will go through the main eight points briefly.  One of the areas that we focused on in our 
submission is the resource model.  The current special educational resource model is based on 
the actual diagnosis of children.  Therefore, all allocations are categorised on that basis, with 
particular reference to resource support hours, which is an educational support given by teach-
ers in a school.  The allocation of hours is solely based on the diagnosis of the child.  we would 
like to propose that the resource allocations in education follow a more needs-based model 
which is currently being adopted in the area of disability service provision under the progress-
ing disability services national plan.

On the issue of the assessment of needs, we feel that there needs to be greater co-operation 
and integration at local level between the HSE assessment of needs officers and the special 
educational needs organisers, SENOs, particularly for preschool children.  we also feel that the 
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allocation of services for special educational needs and special health needs should follow a 
singular pathway of assessment.  we would like to see one broad-ranging assessment done for 
all children, resulting in welfare entitlements, service support entitlements and educational sup-
ports being assessed together.  Currently, children undergo several assessments, which places 
a burden on parents in terms of getting reports and filling out applications for various different 
supports across health, welfare and education.

The Special Needs Parents Association strongly recommends the introduction of a class-
room assistant to bridge the gap between teachers and special needs assistants, SNAs, in terms 
of their respective roles.  we are of the view that a classroom assistant is the missing piece of 
the jigsaw with regard to the provision of an integrated educational service, particularly in those 
mainstream schools where the demands on teachers are higher and where there are a large pro-
portion of pupils with special needs.  The so-called “withdrawal” teaching method, which refers 
to children being taken out of class to have their resource hours provided, does not allow for to-
tally inclusive education.  we would like to see a move towards resource hours being provided 
within the mainstream class, thereby benefiting the teacher in the classroom, who would have 
direct support from the resource teacher and would be able to learn from the resource teacher’s 
particular experience and speciality.

Our association believes that there must be a greater focus on managing the transition phases 
from early intervention into preschool, from preschool into primary school, from primary onto 
post primary school and from post primary onto third level education.  One way of improving 
transitions would be to create better linkages between the different schools in the form of local 
school partnerships.  

Shared access to SNAs is a contentious issue for some parents.  As an association, we are 
concerned that there might be an impression among our public representatives that shared ac-
cess to SNAs is working on the ground because the parental experience is otherwise.  Shared 
access does not work in many classroom settings and individual schools and has given rise to 
unacceptable risks for children.  Health and safety issues have arisen on many occasions due to 
shared access to SNAs.  This has also led to a reduction in inclusive opportunities in other areas, 
such as physical education and sport, for children with special needs.  

Full implementation of the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004 
has not been carried out on the grounds of the costs involved; this has been well documented.  
However, we believe that two aspects of the Act which are imperative could be implemented 
without the need for significant additional expenditure.  One measure is the mandatory appli-
cation of individual education plans, known as IEPs.  This is currently international best prac-
tice.  we would like to see a linking of the allocation of educational resources to IEPs so that 
outcomes could be measurable.  Currently we have no system for measuring inputs in special 
education.  The second measure we would like to see implemented is the establishment of an in-
dependent appeals process which is separate from the National Council for Special Education, 
NCSE.  we would also like to see an extension of the remit of the Office of the Ombudsman 
for Children to include the operations of the NCSE.  we understand that this is currently being 
considered by Government.

Parents of children with special needs are not oblivious to the current economic climate 
within which the Government is operating.  However, it is important that Deputies and Sena-
tors recognise that parents of children with special needs must interface with several Depart-
ments and State bodies, such as the HSE and the NCSE, and can feel under duress when their 
child’s needs are not being met due to a lack of resources.  Both the State and parents have a 
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vested interest in maximising future outcomes for children with special needs because one day 
they will be adults.  As parents, we want them to become adults who can contribute to the State 
rather than be dependent on it, where possible.  Short-sighted budgetary decisions to meet the 
current demands of external parties can have a detrimental effect on children’s future outcomes 
and place additional financial burdens on the State in the longer term.  Maximising investment 
in children with disabilities serves not only to benefit the children themselves but also the future 
prospects of their families.  we would like to be net contributors to the State.  Parental perspec-
tives can be greatly influenced by the overall package of supports that they and their children 
receive in order to maximise the child’s potential and alleviate the additional stresses and dif-
ficulties that can be experienced by families.  It is often indicated by parents that their child’s 
disability is far easier to cope with than the system itself.  The system does not work for us and 
any measures that would make it work for us, rather than for itself, must be pursued in earnest 
by this Government.  we will leave the committee with three key principles to reflect on: inte-
gration, individualisation and parental choice.

Chairman: Thank you, Ms Dempsey.  I will call on the party spokespersons first.  I ask 
everyone to keep to no more than three minutes.  I call Deputy McConalogue.

Deputy  Charlie McConalogue: I thank Ms Dempsey and Mr. Kelly for appearing this 
afternoon and for sharing their experiences of the special education supports in place and the is-
sues they believe need to be addressed.  I commend them on their work, including liaising with 
parents and working in a collaborative way on their behalf.

The area of special needs education has developed significantly in recent years.  It has un-
dergone a radical change.  There are now more than 9,000 SNAs in the country; that figure has 
come from a low base several years ago.  Undoubtedly, issues remain, and I thank the Special 
Needs Parents Association for taking the opportunity to highlight them to us.

Are children who have a need for a SNA being assessed and having their needs met in terms 
of the delivery of SNA hours?  what is the recent experience of the association in this regard?  
Has it observed a squeezing in respect of the allocation of special needs assistants to children 
who would rightly be regarded as requiring these services in recent years?  In my engagements 
with the National Council for Special Education it has maintained that the numbers meet the 
need, but the response of those affected is different.  what exactly is the association’s experi-
ence from engaging with parents?  Has it noticed a change in recent times?  The association 
referred to the introduction of classroom assistants with regard to addressing a gap in the system 
and the integration of the work of SNAs with teachers.  will the association elaborate on what 
it proposes and how it would work?

Deputy  Jonathan O’Brien: My first question is similar to that of Deputy McConalogue.  
when we met representatives of the NCSE recently, its representatives were adamant that there 
were more than enough resources in place to meet demand.  However, when we speak to par-
ents and groups they maintain that has not been their experience.  There are differing opinions 
about whether enough resources have been allocated or whether the issue relates to the criteria 
used.  will the association expand on this and especially on the criteria for diagnosis as opposed 
to arising need?

The other issue referred to by the association in its submission was the school transport 
scheme and the difficulties facing parents with special needs children.  They provided some 
examples, but are there any numbers to support this and show how it is affecting people?  I 
was rather surprised when I read the submission, especially the reference to the circular.  It is 
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astonishing that the criteria used to determine eligibility for the school transport scheme do not 
take into account special educational needs, and this is having a significant impact.  If one does 
not take into account these particular circumstances then one is limiting the options available to 
families and parents.  will the association elaborate on this point?

will the representatives expand on the transition from primary to post-primary education?  
Having spoken to parents I feel this is a particular area where there is considerable scope for 
improvement, especially when we know certain students will be graduating to post-primary.  It 
is almost like starting again when a student graduates to post-primary and there appears to be 
no consideration of this in terms of preparing a student in fifth or sixth class for the transition 
to post-primary school.  I would appreciate if the association gave us some of its experiences.

Deputy  Joan Collins: I will not repeat the questions that were raised already.  I read the 
documents sent in by the association.  Many of the suggestions make practical sense, including 
the idea of pulling the various Departments together, especially those responsible for welfare 
service supports and education, to determine how we drive the issues, rather than dealing with 
different groups all the time.  This issue has been raised with me often by parents who are high-
ly stressed from trying to deal with the various documents, applications and so on.  A proposal 
is needed.  what response has the association received from the Departments?  Has it been posi-
tive?  Have the Departments worked with the association?  All Deputies should push this issue.

The NCSE used the word “quantum” to describe the level of support, suggesting a fixed 
amount.  The association would prefer to use the word “continuum”.  will they develop this 
point?  They did not get a chance to do so during the introduction but I would be interested to 
hear it.

Deputy  Simon Harris: I thank Ms Dempsey and Mr. Kelly for coming in today.  The 
best thing about the Special Needs Parents Association is that in political discussions it always 
comes to the table with proposals and common sense and this makes our work a good deal 
easier.  I am keen to hear its views on several issues.  The representatives spoke about SNAs 
and the need for classroom assistants.  Is the association satisfied with the criteria in place for 
SNAs?  I am always astonished when one shows parents the criteria and job description for a 
SNA.  They are informed that the SNA’s responsibilities include cleaning up the classroom and 
doing photocopying for the teacher.  This takes many parents and children with special needs by 
surprise because they presume the special needs assistant is there to look after the child.

There is a recurring debacle every couple of years with regard to school leavers with intel-
lectual disabilities and their transition from school to a placement, whether in a day care centre 
or in further training or education.  what are the views of the association on what can be done 
to improve that system?

A policy review for the domiciliary care allowance is currently talking place, which is wel-
come.  Did the association make a submission?  If so, can the representatives give us an idea of 
what was in it?  At the moment a child must sign off the domiciliary care allowance at the age 
of 16 years and apply for disability allowance.  while the disability allowance is a higher pay-
ment financially, there are significant difficulties in terms of children with special needs having 
to sign a form declaring that they are disabled.  Does the association have a view on that?

In the document submitted, the association referred to a degree of improvement in that the 
NCSE is beginning to seek the views of parents.  This appears to be a radical step forward.  will 
the association outline its relationship with the NCSE and how the council is interacting with 



6

SPECIAl NEEDS EDUCATION: DISCUSSION wITH SPECIAl NEEDS PARENTS ASSOCIATION

parents?

we know there are many good SENOs throughout the country.  However, as public rep-
resentatives we notice a geographical difference.  If there is a good SENO in one area or if a 
SENO takes one view, a child may have a better chance of getting a SNA or certain resource 
hours.  will the association offer its views on that as well?

Senator  Marie Moloney: I welcome the association and I thank the deputation for their 
in-depth presentation, which I will read through in due course.  One major issue is that of class-
room assistants.  we are fighting to keep up SNA hours, but the introduction of classroom as-
sistants may mean that decisions on keeping SNAs in place are put on the long finger.  will the 
association outline its view on the role of the classroom assistant?  will it take from the work of 
the SNAs or will it simply help the teachers?

Many children with autism are having major difficulties being accepted as autistic for the 
purpose of the domiciliary care allowance and in getting the assistance they need in school.  
There are many different grades of autism and it is difficult for them to access the services.  I 
have met parents who are frustrated with the system.  They say they have been in a constant 
battle with it since their child went to school.  I know of a parent of a child who needed an eye-
activated instrument.  She fought to get this instrument for her child but the Department refused 
to approve it.  This was the child’s only means of communication with the outside world.  Even-
tually, we fought and we obtained it from the HSE.  This is not a satisfactory situation.  The 
Ombudsman ruled on a similar case and decided that the Department of Education and Skills 
was obliged to provide this instrument but we were unable to procure it from the Department.  I 
wonder if other parents are finding it difficult to access the services and to obtain the equipment 
which their children require.

I note a reference in the submission to parents living in rural Ireland and it seems they have 
been hit hard with regard to school transport in particular.  It can be a simple thing such as 
whether a child is able to mount the steps of a bus.  This is where even one escort on the bus 
would be of assistance to them.  Children with extreme disabilities have bus escorts but many 
children with a mild disability would still find it a challenge to use a bus without the assistance 
of a bus escort.  Should this area be examined in detail?

Ms Lorraine Dempsey: I will address the question of the allocation of special needs as-
sistants.  There has been a cap of 10,575 SNAs for the past two years.  when this cap was first 
implemented, the NCSE kept back approximately 475 whole-time SNA posts with a view to 
allocating them later in the year for emergency applications, new applications, assessments and 
late applications.  During the first year, the NCSE, the schools and everyone else had to adapt 
to a restricted initial application of SNAs.  This year there was a recognition that the retention 
of so many posts was an over-cautious policy.  Up to last June, more than 200 whole-time SNA 
posts had not been allocated.  This year the NCSE allocated those posts from the outset so that 
they were in place in September.  we have received fewer complaints from parents about spe-
cific SNA allocations this year.  Complaints seem to concentrate on the shared access.  Some 
parents still have difficulties with the reductions in their individual schools.  while the Gov-
ernment has not imposed a cut on SNA numbers over the past two years, when SNA hours are 
reduced at a local level, parents view this as a cut.  whether it is a policy decision or not, a cut 
is a cut as far as parents are concerned.  The rebuttal position is that the SNA cap is in place and 
there are an adequate number of SNAs to meet the demand.

Perspectives vary on SNA support in schools.  In the main, parents and children are manag-
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ing with their level of SNA support.  However, the shared access policy for managing support 
seems to have been pushed forward.  This has raised a number of health and safety issues.  Spe-
cial needs assistants have raised the issue of shared access at their annual delegate conference.  
They have explained it is difficult to run around between two or three different classes in order 
to look after five children on different floors of a school.  It is not working from a logistical 
point of view in some areas.

The allocation of SNAs depends on the perspective of those who organise the SNAs.  The 
special needs assistance organisers, SENO, are the gatekeepers for the allocations to schools.  
For example, there are discrepancies in decisions.  It can be the case that a full-time SNA could 
be allocated to a school to care for one child while another child might have shared access with 
another two children.  Parents ask why a child in limerick has an full-time SNA attending to his 
or her needs while another child is struggling.  They ask why a parent is called in to the school 
to help look after the care needs of his or her child because the SNA cannot cover the care needs 
of the three or four children who need help.  we do not want the SNA cap to be breached or 
lowered until the system is allowed to settle down.  The new system of allocations has only been 
in operation for the past 12 months.

The core criteria for the SNA is an issue in particular for children with autism and develop-
mental disabilities.  Care needs are the criteria for the allocation of an SNA.  These tend to be 
the physical, hands-on care needs of a child.  Some children, by the nature of their disability, 
cannot access the curriculum and therefore their educational needs are barred by their dis-
ability.  Their disability does not qualify them for an SNA because they may not have specific 
care needs such as toileting or assistance with feeding and they may not be a severe flight risk.  
However, they need someone to guide them in the class while the class teacher is addressing 30 
or more pupils.  The teacher-pupil ratio has increased over recent  years as has the demands on 
teachers’ time.  Some parents believe that their children are languishing in the classroom.  

we have proposed the use of classroom assistants.  Deputy Ó Ríordáin mentioned classroom 
assistants when he addressed the SNA annual delegate conference.  we do not propose them 
as a resource on top of the current 10,500 SNAs.  Many SNAs have, at their own cost, trained 
themselves to higher levels - to level No. 9.  They have developed higher skills than some of 
the SNAs who possess only the basic levels of educational qualifications.  Currently SNAs are 
not required to have completed the SNA course to become an SNA.  Some SNAs may not have 
even a basic level of skills as there is no mandatory requirement that an SNA should have a first 
aid certificate or a manual handling certificate.  It is up to the school whether it wants to provide 
funding for an SNA to attend these courses.

we would not regard classroom assistants as being quasi-educationalists.  I acknowledge 
that the teaching unions would not be in favour of having unqualified persons acting in a teach-
ing capacity.  However, the role of the assistant would be to facilitate the teacher in addressing 
the needs which are not strictly care needs.  This would free up SNAs - those with lower levels 
of qualifications - to allow them address the physical care needs of children.  There might be 
an overall reduction in the number of people who have the job title of SNA but some of those 
people could, with further training, graduate to the role of classroom assistant.  This would have 
a more general job description and role in terms of facilitating and helping the whole class.  
Much of the SNA job description includes tidying up the classroom and looking after small 
groups of children.  Many of the duties of SNAs have nothing to do with the care needs of the 
child.  In some respects, parents are concerned that SNAs are being used as a whole-school 
resource while the needs of their children are not being addressed.  If a child’s needs are being 
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addressed, a parent will not have an issue with what the SNA does outside that time.  There are 
cases where the SNA may be photocopying in the office while the child needs to go to the toilet 
or needs assistance with getting books out of a school bag.  It very much comes down to how 
individual schools manage this resource.  There are issues that arise which were identified by 
the SNA section within IMPACT.  we concur with many of the findings made by it.

while the criteria relating to special needs assistants revolve around care needs, if there 
were classroom assistants, these criteria would become more broad-ranging in nature.  we are 
not stating there would be greater direct teaching support as a result.  However, teachers would 
be able to manage SNAs in such a way that they would be able to facilitate children much more 
in the context of the work they are expected to do in the classroom.  Currently, parents can vol-
unteer to read with their children in school in order to help them to develop their literacy skills.  
However, the job description of SNAs prevents them from doing this.  There is something odd 
about this.

Mr. Eoin Kelly: I will address the issue of transport, but before doing so I wish to add to 
what Ms Dempsey said.  In recent years there has been a move away from individualised sup-
ports towards a whole-school resource approach.  we would challenge this and certainly would 
not accept it.  we are concerned that legislators might assume that the whole-school resource 
approach is working fine, but that is not the case.  we do not concede the point on individualised 
supports, particularly as there are some children who will always require such supports.  On 
a practical level, parents have informed us of the inconsistency in how schools apply various 
policies on the allocation of SNAs or resource hours.  In addition, school principals take dif-
ferent approaches to how they manage resources.  Again, there is no consistency in this regard.

we made a point on the links and interconnectivity between many of these issues.  In that 
context, I return to the matter of the training provided for educators in respect of special needs 
education.  we must ask whether these individuals are receiving the best training and support 
in how they manage resources.  Deputies Simon Harris, Charlie McConalogue and Jonathan 
O’Brien referred to our experience of the management of resources.  Perhaps this is more than 
just an issue of the number of SNAs.  It may also be about the professionalism of educators 
within the school community and the training with which they are provided in order to allow 
them to manage the resources and meet demand in a much more confident and productive man-
ner.  I do not wish to be overly critical in this regard.  However, this point must be taken into 
account.

The issue relating to classroom assistants goes to the heart of integration.  The withdrawal 
method - the most popular of the methods in use - does not work, particularly in crowded class-
rooms in mainstream secondary schools.  I am not referring to special schools.  what happens 
in the mainstream sphere is that a resource teacher will take a number of children out of class 
in order to give them more focused assistance with their learning.  we are concerned about 
the level of in-class support for these children when they return to the classroom.  we have 
been discussing this matter with the National Council for Special Education and the special 
education section of the Department of Education and Skills and they have acknowledged our 
concerns.  we recognise that they are coming towards the idea of trying various techniques, 
including team teaching whereby resource teachers are brought into the classroom to work with 
the main teacher.  This is a welcome development and we would like to see further movement 
in this direction.  Another technique in this regard is to bring in classroom assistants and allow 
them to reinforce the learning resource teachers are imparting to children.  Both of these are 
definitely options which should be considered.  we recognise that the Department is aware of 
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them and moving towards examining the position on them.  It may introduce pilot projects at a 
number of locations.  This is a move we would welcome.

Deputy Jonathan O’Brien has referred to what appears to be a very interesting situation 
where the school transport system works very well in certain circumstances but that there is a 
limit when it comes to recognising what is required by those with special needs.  The argument 
in this regard is that the service provide is resource driven and does not meet the requirements 
of those with special needs.  we met representatives of the Department of Education and Skills 
and put these issues to them.  The first point to make on the school transport system is that there 
is another principle involved, that of parental choice.  The difficulty with the existing system 
is that it flies in the face of reality.  In that context, one’s local school may not be the best re-
sourced or most appropriate school to which to send one’s child.  That point is not conceded in 
any of the documentation or circulars on the school transport system.  Only one criterion is used 
in this regard - children must attend their local school.

Senator Marie Moloney referred to children who had been diagnosed with autistic spec-
trum disorder and their escorts.  while school transport may be provided, parents face another 
struggle when it comes to escorts.  we have found that children with this disorder and those 
with ADHD and ADD have the greatest need for escorts.  There have been cases where SENOs 
with responsibility for making recommendations to the school transport section of the Depart-
ment would not accept additional passengers.  Neither would they accept that a report obtained 
by a parent on his or her child was sufficient to suggest an escort was required.  we are aware of 
cases where children were taken out of school while issues of this nature were being resolved.  
The last thing one wants is an education system which allows, encourages or facilitates the 
withdrawal of children from school because their health and safety are not being provided for.  
The parents of the children to whom I refer will not allow them to avail of school transport if 
escorts are not provided.

Chairman: There are 15 minutes remaining in this slot.  Five more members wish to con-
tribute and I ask them to limit themselves to one minute each in order that our guests will have 
an opportunity to reply.  we need to conclude our deliberations on this item at 2.30 p.m.

Senator  Mary Moran: I am not a member of the committee, but when I realised what was 
being discussed at this meeting, I decided to come and make a contribution.  I congratulate and 
commend our guests on their ongoing work, with which I am familiar.  As a parent of a child 
with special needs, they outlined the concerns of parents in a nutshell.  The fact that I have a 
child with special needs is one of the main reasons I became involved in politics in the first 
instance.

will our guests outline their views on the role of SENOs?  As a result of my involvement 
in a number of cases since becoming a Member of the Seanad, I am aware of the importance 
of parental choice.  Parents know their children better than any educator.  when they have ex-
amined all of the possibilities, parents will know the school to which they want to send their 
children.  However, the recommendations of the relevant SENO will often affect their plans and 
they will be obliged to try to negotiate the school transport issue as a result.  I am dealing with 
one individual whose child has concessionary travel and who is seeking to have the school bus 
travel the extra 2 km to the family home.  At present, the child has to be collected from the side 
of the road.

Chairman: The Senator should conclude.
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Senator  Mary Moran: I would like to hear our guests’ views on that matter.  There are 
many other issues I would like to discuss with them, but perhaps we might do so at another time.

Deputy  James Bannon: I thank our guests for their most informative and interesting pre-
sentation, some of which I have had the opportunity to read.  I agree that the choice for parents 
of children with disabilities or special needs who live in rural areas is very much limited.  Ms 
Dempsey referred to individual schools and how they managed.  what is not taken into consid-
eration, particularly in rural areas, is the huge level of voluntarism on the part of parents, etc.  
School boards of management also provide wonderful assistance and support for children with 
special needs in the areas to which I refer.

There is a need for more joined-up thinking in the various sections within the Department, 
particularly the transport section.  Parents know what is best for their children and are aware of 
what is the most suitable school for them, in geographical and other terms.  They often make 
decisions in this regard in consultation with their children’s teachers.  The Department often 
cannot take on board all of the various considerations in individual cases.  Therefore, there 
should be a greater level of consultation with both it and the HSE, from which a mobility grant 
of €208 per month is available.  I am surprised by the number of parents in rural areas who can-
not obtain this grant for their children.  Parents in rural areas cannot access that grant because 
they have great difficulty meeting the criteria set for it.  This area should be examined.  Often 
there is not a proper transport service in an area and parents have to go out of their way to bring 
their children to school.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: The witnesses are very welcome.  I apologise for miss-
ing their presentation.  I hope they have noticed an appreciable difference in the special needs 
assistant system in the past two years.  we did a great deal of work on it here two years ago 
because we were at crisis point at that stage.  I would like to hear a “Yes” or “No” response from 
the witnesses to that comment.

Our focus of concern is the special needs child, and the SNA is our current model for main-
streaming.  Have the witnesses examined other models?  Members of the education committee 
during the last term travelled to the United Kingdom and examined what was being done in the 
area of special needs education there.  They were using a teaching assistant model.  That teach-
ing assistant was full-time and assigned to a specific number of teachers.  we should examine, 
as was said, the care and learning needs of the child.  I used to supervise teacher education and I 
saw many SNAs in classrooms and the child was looking around or holding their hand.  I do not 
believe that model is adequate.  If there is a human being in the classroom with a teacher, that 
person should be upskilled enough to work to provide for all of the needs of the special needs 
child in the classroom.   we could be blindfolded here in saying the SNA model, as it is framed, 
is the correct, full and wholesome one to meet all needs.  Have the witnesses examined other 
models in other jurisdictions that could better serve the needs of the child?

Deputy  Brendan Ryan: On the two elements of the Education for Persons with Special 
Educational Needs, EPSEN, Act the witnesses highlighted in terms of identifying a need for the 
early introduction of measures, one of those is an independent appeals office, and the principle 
that it would be an independent appeal process is something anyone would advocate.  Does the 
association’s promotion of this come down to some difficulties parents have currently with the 
National Council for Special Education in terms of appeals?

Deputy  Ray Butler: I thank the witnesses for coming in.  we have come a long way from 
the position that pertained 35 years ago.  My mother sent my sister, Aisling, who has Down’s 



JOINT COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION AND SOCIAl PROTECTION

11

syndrome, to mainstream school, and she was sent home because she would not sit down.  we 
have come a long way since then.  I agree with the association’s recommendation for the in-
troduction of classroom assistants to bridge the gap between teachers and SNAs.  More focus 
on managing the transition phase between early intervention services is required.  Some of the 
systems in primary, post-primary and third level education are not up to scratch and in certain 
cases they are not even in place.

when we came into government there was a retention of 475 SNA posts, but I am delighted 
there was a full allocation of SNA posts this year.  That system of retention of posts was a disas-
ter from day one.  I have always said we would not get the full allocation of SNAs and to hear 
that 202 posts were held back is a disgrace.

we have to seriously examine the transport system in rural areas.  It is not up to scratch and 
many of these people have no alternative.  we definitely need to examine it.

Chairman: I invite Ms. Dempsey to respond to as many of those questions as she can and 
to make her concluding remarks.

Ms Lorraine Dempsey: On the domiciliary care allowance, I am one of the members on 
the Department’s steering group, and we will make our report to the Minister towards the end 
of December.  Parents are directly involved in the steering group, and work is ongoing.

It is important to discuss briefly this core assessment.  we are aware there are cross-depart-
mental groups in operation across education, health and welfare, but we would particularly 
make a call for this group to examine one core pathway not only for disability services and 
assessments under the assessment of needs but for everything to ensure we do not have to go 
from pillar to post to get all the resources our children need.  That is a model we would like to 
be explored by the cross-departmental group, be it the existing one or a new one set up for that 
purpose.

There is not a specific budget for the needs of school leavers.  what we have is a random 
response year on year.  we have budget constraints.  we cannot meet the needs of all the school 
leavers who in general would have anywhere from mild to severe learning and physical disabili-
ties.  Even by September there were still approximately 100 of the 700 school leavers who had 
no placement.  These are generally people who have older parents who have their own needs to 
be met.  It is not acceptable that every year we face this problem from May onwards and that 
there is not a fixed budget to address the school leavers issue.

In terms of the relationship with the NCSE, we have had several meetings with it in recent 
years.  we go to it with questions, it answers our questions, we make proposals and we discuss 
them.  we appreciate that it encourages our input in that respect.

Regarding special educational needs officers, their quality will differ depending on the per-
son and their background.  SENOs come from various backgrounds and there are no specific 
qualifications.  That is an area that must be examined because the evidence is that it may affect 
decisions across different areas.

On the equipment issue, we have cited a case from the Ombudsman in regard to a child.  I 
know that family personally and the ins and outs of that case.  Equipment supplied through the 
Department in terms of educational support equipment, such as laptops, computers and that 
type of specialist equipment, is diagnosis-based.  If someone does not meet the criteria in terms 
of diagnosis, he or she does not get the equipment.  The Ombudsman was clear in her determi-
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nation that this must be examined.  That brings us back to using a needs-based system rather 
than a diagnosis-based system.

There is an issue in rural Ireland because resources are stretched, services and schools are 
further apart, there are fewer special units and special schools and, therefore, distances travelled 
by children will be longer.  In some areas there could be a family which has one child with spe-
cial needs and two other children in national school.  That presents a logistical problem for the 
parent who is not granted special transport and who may have two children who only have to 
travel five minutes to their local school and another child who has a 60 km trip to their school.  
we are using a specific case in this instance rather than making up figures.  That is something 
we raised in the meeting with the special education unit and the transport section of the Depart-
ment.

On the independent appeals process, we have an independent appeals process for social wel-
fare entitlements.  we have an appeals process in the HSE but we do not have an appeals process 
for special education.  The reason we have sought an independent appeals board consistently 
over the past two years is because when the first tranche of SNA reductions, which were severe, 
came in over two years ago as a result of the value for money review ongoing since 2009.  Prin-
cipals, who were essentially the gatekeepers for a parent trying to appeal for further assistance 
for their child, were afraid to draw attention to their remaining resources and therefore did not 
want to be reviewed.  In some cases, they did not ask the senior SENO to re-examine the case 
because they did not want them back in their school for fear of losing further resources.  That 
was the period from 2009 to 2010 when there were major reductions in the number of SNAs.  
while there might have been merit in some cases, the schools operated for years on the basis 
that they had a certain number of support staff and they were taken away in the one move.  
There were fears about that.  People have adapted to the current level of SNAs but, as we have 
identified in our submission, there are instances where shared access is not practical.

Parents should have the right to appeal a decision, especially regarding shared access for 
their children, because from school to school it is principals who are now deciding, on the basis 
of a whole-school resource allocation, who gets what.  In some cases SENOs made an applica-
tion of 2.5 full-time SNA posts to schools on the basis of the mix of children but those posts 
were allocated because one child might require a full-time post even though the SNA specifi-
cally allocated for the child’s requirements is shared.  The hours allocated to children in a par-
ticular school depend on the experience of principals.  In some cases children did not have sight 
nor sound of an SNA and when the parent complained to the SENO about why their child was 
not getting more support they were informed that on the basis of their child’s needs a half-time 
or whole-time post was allocated but the principal was using them as a whole-school resource 
to meet the needs of children who did not qualify for an SNA under the core criteria.  The reality 
for the principal is that they had far more students who needed a level of support that could not 
be met through the SNA scheme.

Chairman: I thank Ms Dempsey and Mr. Kelly.  Following the meeting we will send the 
presentations they have given us together with a transcript of the meeting to the Minister for 
Education and Skills for comment.  we will keep them informed of any update we get.  we will 
also have opportunities to bring the matters raised to the attention of the Minister.  It is part of 
our programme to meet with the NCSE at some stage and we will raise the matters with it.  The 
meeting is part of an ongoing review of the situation.  I thank the witnesses for their time.  we 
will have a short suspension before the next groups arrive.

Sitting suspended at 2.30 p.m. and resumed at 2.35 p.m.
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Pre-Budget Audits: Discussion with Social Justice Ireland and TASC

Chairman: I welcome the witnesses.  The next matter for discussion is pre-budget audits.  
we have invited two groups.  From Social Justice Ireland I welcome Fr. Seán Healy, Sr. Brigid 
Reynolds and Ms Michelle Murphy.  From TASC we have Mr. Nat O’Connor, Ms Aoife Ní 
lochlainn and Mr. Tom McDonnell.  we also have written submissions from Barnardos and 
Inclusion Ireland to further inform the debate.  we will write to them in due course.

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 this committee.  If they are directed by the commit-
tee to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to do so, they will be en-
titled thereafter only to a qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  witnesses are directed 
that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and are 
asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not 
criticise or make charges against any person or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, 
her or it identifiable.

The opening statements of witnesses will be published on the website of the committee after 
the meeting.  I invite each group to make a submission of approximately five minutes, so as to 
give members an opportunity to ask questions.  They will be able to contribute further at that 
stage.  The meeting is due to conclude at approximately 3.30 p.m.

I invite the representatives of Social Justice Ireland to make their presentation.

Dr. Seán Healy: Thank you, Chair.  I am grateful for the opportunity to present on this issue 
which is close to our hearts.  Social Justice Ireland has always been of the view that the budget 
process does not allow for much of the work that requires to be done, in particular in advance 
of the budget.

we wish to say four things on pre-budget audits.  The first is that they are welcome.  Second, 
we want to look at what happens currently without pre-budget audits.  we want to examine what 
a pre-budget audit would be like.  Finally, we want to look at what it would achieve for budget 
2013.  we have five minutes so we will just hit a few points on each issue.

First, pre-budget audits would be welcome and would bring real reform.  we know the Gov-
ernment is committed to reform of the budgetary process.  we are not convinced that it has gone 
nearly far enough.  Some of the things that have been done are welcome but the introduction of 
pre-budget audits would be a most welcome initiative.  It would hopefully result in the elimina-
tion of kite flying and the destabilisation that comes with such a practice because all sorts of 
ideas get flown as kites and have the impact of making people worried even though there might 
not be much substance to them, whereas, if there was a pre-budget audit such an exercise would 
be unnecessary.  A pre-budget audit process would also ensure that parliamentarians would be 
fully informed before they vote on the budget.  Much of the problem currently is that the budget 
is presented and most Members in either Chamber have had very little time to see it or discuss 
it in advance and they are voting on particular parts of it within a matter of hours.

In terms of what happens currently without pre-budget audits, one consequence of budget 
2012 is that the income of the poorest 40% of households fell by a factor of 2% to 2.5% while 
the richest households fell by only 0.7%.  The budget was skewed towards benefitting the better 
off rather than those who are poorest.  The bottom 40% took the major hit.  A pre-budget audit 
would have shown that was the situation that would emerge and if it were sufficiently clear in 
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advance I hope it would have produced a different outcome in that the Government would have 
made adjustments.

In the absence of pre-budget audits over the past 25 years - let us look at the period between 
1986 and 2011 - social welfare rates dramatically fell behind pay and other increases across 
all sectors, yet because there was a substantial increase in welfare in budgets in the years from 
2005 to 2007 and people tend to look only at the most recent years there is a misunderstanding 
that welfare recipients have benefited enormously compared to others.  However, when one 
looks at the process over a quarter of a century one sees that is not true.  A pre-budget audit 
would show that to be the case.

A third issue arises in that context which we feel is important, namely, without a pre-budget 
audit the selective use of data leads to inaccurate analysis which in turn leads to inappropriate 
policy proposals and decisions.  That is not confined to the Oireachtas.  A recent troika docu-
ment selectively used data in five areas we identified and discussed with them.  They did not 
challenge anything we presented to them in recent meetings.  we have shown, for example, that 
they selectively used the data on poverty, how unemployment rates have fallen over time and 
data on the increase in welfare rates in the past decade, which is the one to which I just referred.  
They have selectively chosen data on replacement ratios and they have also selectively used 
data on the distribution of hits in the budgets during the recession.  Those are just five examples.  
In selectively using data, and we can show members those data in response to questions if they 
are interested in it, inaccurate analysis was presented by the troika in its documentation and, as 
a result, it is proposing inappropriate policy initiatives.  we believe that is a critical issue that 
would be exposed if there were a pre-budget audit process.

Another example of issues that get missed without a pre-budget audit is the cumulative 
impact.  For example, poor children had multiple hits, which we can document, but that is not 
exposed in advance without a pre-budget audit and, as a result, many issues get put out of place 
and the same group of people take many of the hits.

Two other points arise in terms of not having pre-budget audits.  At Government level there 
tends to be serious engagement only with those who represent the rich and the powerful, and 
there is no real engagement with the rest of us.  we are seen as residual.  There may be a small 
amount of engagement but it is not of any consequence.  we argue that would change if there 
were a pre-budget audit process.

In terms of what a pre-budget audit would look like, first, it would be a year-round process 
and not something that happens in the last few weeks before the budget.  Second, it would be a 
system approach in which the entire Government system - Government, Oireachtas, civil and 
public servants, advisers and so on - would be open to proposals being presented.  That is essen-
tial in any pre-budget audit process.  In such a situation all stakeholders should be free to make 
proposals that should include costings which could be considered.  Groups with the capacity to 
generate full sets of budget proposals showing revenue and expenditure impacts should have 
access to assistance, for example, in ensuring the costings they are presenting are accurate.

Another part of a pre-budget audit is that it would have the capacity to have comprehensive 
analysis of a range of different options which it would examine in terms of short, medium and 
long-term outcomes.  In terms of some of the long-term outcomes, if we examine the 30 years 
from 1980 to 2010, it is the top three deciles of the income distribution who have benefited most 
in that period.  That kind of analysis must be brought to bear in the context of budget decisions 
that will have long-term as well as short and medium-term impacts.
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what would a pre-budget audit achieve for budget 2013 if it were in place?  In our opinion it 
would achieve a number of things.  First, it might bring a certain amount of truth to bear in the 
process.  For example, there is an argument about the ratio of expenditure cuts to tax increases.  
Social Justice Ireland has recently met both the troika and, as part of the community and vol-
untary pillar, the Minister for Finance and the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, 
but they are telling us directly opposed points about the same issue.  For example, the troika is 
telling us it does not mind whether the ratio between cuts and tax increases is changed as long 
as the total amount of borrowing reduction is achieved.  The Minister for Finance is telling us 
explicitly that this is not true.  He says that when they want to remove a cut, they must find an-
other cut to replace it, and when they make a proposal that they will not increase a tax item, they 
have to put a replacement tax in place.  Both of them are dealing with the same reality but they 
are both giving us the opposite view.  One of them is being economical with the truth.  It would 
be very useful if we knew the actual story.  A pre-budget audit process would make that clear.

Another example is that such a process would clarify real options and get beyond the knee-
jerk dismissal of proposals.  One example of a proposal in our budget choices policy briefing is 
a part-time jobs opportunities programme to provide tens of thousands of positions for people 
who are long-term unemployed but who have skills that will be useful in the future rather than 
skills that will have to be replaced with new skills.  There is a great deal of potential in that 
regard in a programme that was piloted and mainstreamed in a previous time of high unemploy-
ment.  what we are getting, however, is a series of knee-jerk reactions.

In terms of what a pre-budget audit would achieve in budget 2013, it would show how the 
tax system could be fairer and the tax take increased in an equitable manner.  It would highlight 
how vulnerable people would be protected in budget choices, and it would show how social 
infrastructure could be protected because social infrastructure is at risk given the lack of short, 
medium and long-term analysis before the decisions are made.

Chairman: I call the spokesperson for TASC.

Mr. Nat O’Connor: I thank the committee for the opportunity to present our ideas about 
the budget and a pre-budget audit.  TASC is an independent, progressive think tank which 
promotes equality, democracy and sustainability through evidence-based policy analysis and 
recommendations.  In our recent budget analysis and in previous budgets we discussed the issue 
of an economic audit and an equality audit as being important components of the budget, and 
therefore I welcome the proposal for a more comprehensive system of pre-budget auditing and 
echo many of the comments made earlier by Dr. Healy.

The reason TASC has a budget proposal is because we are concerned about the issue of 
economic inequality in this country.  During the boom times Ireland had a persistent level of 
economic inequality and a gap in society in terms of income and wealth.  with a series of auster-
ity budgets, there is a risk of that gap widening.

we know that when we go into auditing, it is not just about income or wealth in cash terms.  
Many cuts to public services have a disproportionate effect on people on lower incomes or 
those who are vulnerable and, as a result, we would expect an auditing process to take account 
of the cash equivalent value of public services.  People suddenly have to pay a fee for a service 
they did not have to pay previously or they see the reduction in services they now have to pay 
for out of their own pockets.  That is a doubling of the effect on low income households.  we 
are very conscious that it is not just about measuring income disparities but about the wider 
economic inequality which must be measured in terms of the value of services to people.
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In that context we put forward our proposals.  A nine page document was circulated to the 
committee.  That is based on a large 50 page document which is available on our website, and 
in turn that is based on wider economic literature and a great deal of work TASC has been doing 
in recent years.

Our concern with economic equality is now being echoed across the economics literature.  
we have seen reports from the OECD and even the IMF which refer to the importance of equal-
ity within economic systems, that equality was a factor leading up to the economic crisis, and 
the need to factor in issues of equality, income and wealth when seeking to rebuild economies 
in the current context.

In terms of our analysis as we lead up to the budget, our focus has been on the need to ex-
amine the tax system.  The remit of the committee is education and social protection, but we 
cannot talk about our welfare system or whether we have a welfare state unless we examine the 
overall balance of tax and spending.

In that context, as members will have seen in the proposals circulated, TASC favours a 4:1 
ratio in terms of tax versus spending cuts.  I echo what Dr. Healy said in that the troika has made 
it very clear that there are options in terms of how we choose to go about repairing the deficit.  
There is no doubt we must close the deficit, but we have options.

In our proposals, in terms of the economic audit, we have drawn on the literature on what 
taxation is least damaging to job growth, and in terms of our equality audit, we have focused on 
the measures that are more likely to have the effect of reducing income and wealth inequality.  
For example, we have looked at taxes such as capital acquisitions tax, or inheritance tax, as it 
is known, which do the least damage to the economy and to jobs because we are taxing wealth.  
likewise, taxes on higher pay are less likely to damage job growth than taxes on lower pay.

In particular, in recent years we have been developing our own equality proofed property 
tax model.  A property tax could be an important form of funding for local government but we 
argue against waivers because we must have the most robust tax system possible bringing in 
the maximum income.  A fairer system would be to have deferred payment on an ability to pay 
basis which would protect not only low income home owners but also those on higher incomes 
who may have very high mortgage or child care costs and would be permitted to defer payment 
over time.  we have allowed for 25% deferrals, because if one has a deferred payment system 
one can be generous in terms of giving deferrals, whereas if one has waivers they can spread 
over time and they undermine the tax base.  we have put that forward as an example of our 
thinking in terms of how one might both equality-proof on the one hand, but also balance the 
need to maximise revenue.  Again, the auditing process involves balancing the trade-offs that 
are involved in any new tax proposals.

we regard the triple lock the Government has set for itself in terms of not cutting pay, not 
raising income tax and not cutting welfare as possibly unsustainable.  There is a need to pro-
tect social welfare for those on low incomes and for vulnerable groups, including secondary 
benefits.  Again, in the analysis there is often a focus with equality-proofing of just looking 
at primary benefits and seeing what basic income level people have on the basis of their core 
entitlements.  Many secondary benefits are tailor-made for vulnerable sections of society who 
have particular needs.  In turn, we feel there has not been sufficient analysis of the effect of cut-
ting back not only on secondary benefits in terms of amount, but also in terms of entitlements.  
People who used to be entitled to a certain payment are no longer entitled.  we have seen those 
kinds of entitlement changes affecting lone parents in particular.  There is an analysis of that 
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issue in the full document.

Other than protecting those on low income and vulnerable groups, we would argue that ev-
erything else needs to be on the table.  At the same time, overall, other goals must be brought 
into the equation.  It is not just about closing the deficit but we also need to look at jobs.  The 
other half of a social welfare system is how it not only looks after people’s income at a time 
when there is unemployment, but also prepares people to go back into work.  That is a feature 
of most other welfare systems across Europe.

There needs to be a protection of investment by the State.  we call for a €4.5 billion invest-
ment fund, which again is not just focused on critical infrastructure that will lead to job growth 
in the long term, but also on the skills base of those who are unemployed.  we know many 
people have left construction work and will not be able to find employment in that sector for the 
foreseeable future and they need a social welfare system that involves training aspects so they 
can go back to work.

In the context of social protection, this country has a particularly low tax base.  Although 
there is a balance between tax and cuts, Government projections are for this country to remain 
an extremely low-tax country.  At the same time it is intended to maintain tax breaks that even 
the IMF called tax benefits for richer sections of society, such as the pension tax breaks.  In that 
context, our social insurance payments are the lowest in Europe.  They are half the European 
Union average.  There must be a strong focus on our social insurance system, both the amount 
that is paid by employees and employers but also what is the role of our social protection system 
and the Social Insurance Fund.

Chairman: I thank Mr. O’Connor.  I will ask spokespersons to contribute first.  Does Sena-
tor Power wish to speak on behalf of Fianna Fáil before she leaves the meeting?

Deputy  Averil Power: I have to go but my colleague, Deputy O’Dea, is due to arrive pres-
ently and he is the spokesperson in this area.

Chairman: I call Senator Collins.

Deputy  Joan Collins: It is “Deputy”.

Chairman: I am sorry, Deputy Collins.

Deputy  Joan Collins: I thank the witnesses for the reports.  As always, the reports we get 
from Social Justice Ireland and TASC are detailed on where choices can be made.  Do the wit-
nesses not feel that the debt burden we are carrying in this country is unsustainable?  In order 
to pay back the debt, we will be in a similar situation to the current one year-on-year and it will 
not be resolved.  That is a key question we must examine.

At this point, following five years of austerity budgets and with €24 billion being taken out 
of the economy, we must be more robust in speaking out in particular about areas of vulnerabil-
ity.  The point has been made that, to a certain degree, we in this country have been protected 
because of the strong social welfare system and that the true impact of austerity has not been 
felt.  I fear the budget for this year and the next two years will have such an impact if the Gov-
ernment does not focus on those who have wealth.  we must come out more strongly.  I do not 
know the position of the witnesses on whether funding must be ring-fenced, in particular for 
those who are vulnerable.  Prices are not coming down.  The cost of gas has increased, which 
will have a knock-on effect on the cost of groceries.  It has been a disastrous year for agriculture 



18

PRE-BUDGET AUDITS: DISCUSSION wITH SOCIAl JUSTICE IRElAND AND TASC

in this country, in Britain, Europe and parts of America.  we must face the fact that we cannot 
hit certain sectors anymore.  I agree with what has been said about job creation and where we 
get the money from.  The United left Alliance is not drawing up an alternative budget but a 
statement on where the money can be targeted from the wealth of assets that exist.  we would 
also promote an increase in tax on earnings of more than €100,000.  we could get anything from 
€1.8 billion to €3 billion from more progressive taxation on the wealthy.  It will be an important 
call to ring-fence funding in order to protect the most vulnerable.  Otherwise, they will be im-
pacted by cuts to secondary social welfare elements.

It is proposed to take out €540 million from the social welfare budget this year.  where will 
that come from?  It would be destructive to take anything from welfare payments to people who 
are at home because they lost their jobs but who want to be in work.

Chairman: Does Deputy Butler wish to contribute?

Deputy  Ray Butler: I thank Social Justice Ireland and TASC for their presentations.  Ref-
erence was made to reform in the context of pre-budget audits and kite flying.  I agree with the 
point that was made.  I have been a backbencher and all Deputies united to support the Minister 
for Social Protection to change the proposed cuts to people with disabilities.  we had a limited 
window of opportunity to get the Bill changed but thankfully it was changed.

I am concerned about changing the budgetary system.  The witnesses have spoken about a 
year-round process and budget audit.  One can see the negativity coming from the media.  They 
would have a field day.  Governments would suffer if this system was introduced.  It would be 
difficult to introduce a year-round process.  It is bad enough to have a three-month pre-budget 
period but if that were extended to 12 months, the people would burn down leinster House.

I accept what was said by the witnesses about the complexity of the social protection sys-
tem and that due to the different classes of stamps, people do not know their entitlements.  The 
system is poorly regulated.  I come from a self-employed background.  Many businesses have 
closed down and are seeking social protection and help but they do not know what stamp they 
are paying.  Even working people who pay PRSI do not know what stamp they are paying.  
The social protection system in this country must be examined and better information must be 
provided to everyone.  One never knows the day or hour when one will need social protection.

Chairman: I call Deputy Ryan.

Deputy  Brendan Ryan: I like the idea promoted by both groups of pre-budget audits and 
equality-proofing of budgets.  The question is how we get to that point and how difficult it 
would be to introduce such a system.  Reference was made to kite flying.  One wonders whether 
with a year-long process one would increase the amount of kite flying.  One could also ask who 
would carry out the process.  How do the witnesses envisage that it would operate?  would it be 
a public process or would there be a need for economists to be involved?  would it be done by 
politicians or departmental officials, or is there a need for a special committee?

The other complicating factor is that there is a centre left and centre right component to this 
Government.  In the normal budgetary process we would be arguing from different perspec-
tives, nothing is agreed until everything is agreed and there is a good deal political negotiation 
to be done in terms of a final budget.  If this was a one-party Government it might be easier to 
initiate that process.  Those are the difficulties.  I am looking for some direction on how this 
might work and how we might progress to that rather than try to scotch it in any way.  Does this 
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process work in other countries?  Is there a successful model we could examine?

Senator  Marie Moloney: Deputy Ryan asked some of the questions I had intended to ask 
about the pre-budget audit.  I understand there is a pre-budget forum with the Minister, Deputy 
Burton, in the Department of Social Protection.  I am sure she has met with the witnesses’ or-
ganisations in that forum.

Dr. Seán Healy: we got six minutes.  we have worked for 12 months and we got six min-
utes with the Minister.  It is interesting input.

Senator  Marie Moloney: we might be able to work on that in terms of asking for more 
time.

There is a big divide between people who are working and those on social welfare.  I do 
not mean a financial divide but that people are being set against each other.  There is animosity 
between workers and unemployed people and it is sad to see that develop because some of the 
people who are unemployed now were working last year or the year before.  In bad times people 
turn on each other, and that is very sad to see.  Some workers believe unemployed people get 
everything while they get nothing.  we must discourage that mindset but I do not know how we 
can do that.  A person should not be better off unemployed than working but do we cut social 
welfare payments or increase wages?  Increasing wages will be a matter for the employers but 
in the current economic climate I cannot see them doing that.  I would never advocate cutting 
social welfare payments.  I would fight tooth and nail to keep the current rates and have done 
with the Minister but in some cases double payments were given, and that drove working peo-
ple mad.  If people who are working see someone on a social welfare benefit or on a community 
employment scheme getting a double payment, which amounted to half a week’s work, they 
were aggravated about that.  People are turning on each other and we should not allow that to 
happen.  How can the witnesses close that divide between workers and the unemployed?

Reference was made to the Social Insurance Fund.  This committee had a long session on 
that issue and we have given suggestions on it, for example, if we bring the self-employed into 
the system they should be allowed to pay the same rate as a PAYE worker.  That would generate 
more funds into the system and give them their benefits when times are hard for them or when 
they are ill.

Another idea I suggested on which I would like the witnesses’ feedback is that in many 
instances people are signing for credited contributions with no income from it; they are doing 
it to protect their pension.  A small charge of, say, €1 per week, is a cheap pension policy for 
somebody signing for credits for pension purposes.  we could speak about carers and so on and 
spend the day talking about each sector individually but I would like the witnesses’ feedback 
on some of those issues.

Deputy  Brendan Ryan: I want to add one brief point to my contribution.  Regarding the 
two-party Government approach, having to agree a programme for Government at the outset 
of the term of the Government may put the entire budgetary process in a straitjacket for the 
remaining four or five years.

Chairman: I will make some brief points.  On Senator Moloney’s point, we must get out the 
message that everybody in our society is making their contribution.  I understand that in other 
countries, including the Nordic countries, people on the equivalent of our social welfare make 
some contribution along the lines of what Senator Moloney stated.  People must give something 
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to get something back, but that should be done across our society in a redistributive way.  In 
recent years an entire section of people who may have been long-term unemployed would have 
got social welfare, and there would be resentment about that.  I accept that may be unjustified 
but the idea of everybody contributing to our recovery should be examined.

Regarding the pre-budget audit, the Oireachtas has implemented an all-year process.  we 
are in the first part of that.  we had a substantial number of pre-budget meetings with the Min-
ister for Education and Skills and the Minister for Social Protection in which we went through 
a great deal of information.  On the point about kite flying, there was a great deal of kite flying 
last year but much of what is in the public domain now is not kite flying.  It is information that 
has come out from Oireachtas meetings and reports that have been put into the public domain, 
as well as information gleaned from parliamentary questions asked by TDs.  we must be care-
ful not to label everything as kite flying because the only people who can kite fly are Ministers.  
The idea is that they put out the information to gauge public reaction but that is not what a 
backbench or an Opposition TD does when he or she makes a suggestion.

I have another concern about what Dr. Healy proposed.  There is a group of people which 
meets with people who are poor and those who are struggling on a daily basis.  They are TDs.  
People come to our clinics.  That is the reason I resent the idea that there is something wrong 
with what is called clientelism because it is voters contacting their TDs about their concerns and 
the way decisions affect them in their lives.  There is an issue about representative democracy.  
we could not have a process such as the partnership process which tried to replace directly 
elected representatives.  I flag that concern but that is not to say that I am not favourably dis-
posed to the idea Dr. Healy proposed.

Dr. Seán Healy: I thank all the members who made interesting points in that context.  There 
are many points I could respond to but we must pick and choose what we can respond to.  I 
would make the point that we were asked to speak about pre-budget audits, their pluses and 
minuses and so on.  we focused on that rather than on our pre-budget submission which mem-
bers have already but there are connections between the two of them.  For example, on Deputy 
Collins’s point about ring-fencing, we do not believe there should be any reductions in welfare 
or in child benefit.  we have argued that that should not be the case but we have shown the rea-
son we make that case.  Not only have we shown how the Government can reach its borrowing 
requirement reduction of €3.5 billion as required by the troika while protecting the vulnerable 
and those who are poor but we presented fully costed proposals across the system.  Central to 
that is the change in the ratio between expenditure cuts and increases in taxation.  we very much 
agree with TASC in the analysis of what is going on in tax, and that Ireland is a very low tax 
country.  It is not so much about targeting the income tax sector as about having a broader tax 
base with a fairer tax system and higher tax take.

when we talk about tax in this context, we are talking about all charges, social insurance 
payments and all payments that are made locally and nationally.  A pre-budget audit would 
eliminate the nonsensical arguments.  Many of the issues to which kites are attached are not 
very well grounded.  we know the numbers but the people talking about the numbers flying 
around in the media have no idea about them, the costs or implications.  A pre-budget audit 
system would result in the kind of analysis required.  Deputy Butler asked whether a year-round 
process.  That would make it almost impossible for the Government in the belief that the Gov-
ernment would constantly be under siege with ideas.  The impact would be the direct opposite.  
Anybody could put anything he liked on the table for examination.  I do not refer to people 
coming up with daft ideas as people would have to provide costings.  The more that can be 
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done in this regard, the better.  Deputy Ryan asked who would be involved.  we would involve 
economists, politicians and departmental officials but we would go much further.  Economists 
comprise the new high priesthood of society but there are more dimensions to policy that eco-
nomics.  There are significant consequences that need to be examined by social policy experts, 
sociologists and other people with capacity.  One of the main benefits of a pre-budget audit 
process would be that all the pieces would be brought together.

A problem that is undermining many of the efforts to make progress, even within what the 
Government has done up to now, which we welcome, is atomisation.  This results in only one 
issue being dealt with.  The Government is just finishing putting into place legislation on the fis-
cal council.  why do we not have a social council to examine social impacts?  why have we five 
people with backgrounds in economics, and who are being afforded priority, considering the 
impacts and making recommendations to the Government and nobody examining the impacts 
in the special-needs area or any of the other areas that organisations such as TASC and ours are 
highlighting?  There is nobody else outlining the consequences of the route the Government is 
taking.  The Government and entire political process would benefit from having a pre-budget 
audit process.  Deputy Ryan and the Chairman asked what would happen in respect of the 
programme for Government and it two sponsoring parties.  Progress could still be made in this 
regard.  while the programme of the two parties must be implemented, they will acknowledge 
that there are different ways of getting to the destinations spelled out in the programme for Gov-
ernment on a range of different issues.  Surely, this process would benefit from options being 
on the table and addressing real numbers and the short-, medium- and long-term consequences.  
There is a lot that could be positive in this context.   I take Senator Moloney’s point on our hav-
ing met the Minister for Social Protection.  She allowed us six minutes and allowed us to make 
but two proposals.  This is a classic example of the atomisation of our budgetary process and of 
what is wrong with it.  we were asked for two proposals although we have approximately 102.  
They are part of an overall process associated with our view that we need to reduce borrowing 
by such an amount, deal with the debt at one level, reduce the amount gleaned from cuts and 
increase the tax yield.  we made two proposals, one that welfare rates should not be reduced 
and another on part-time jobs, which should be implemented.  However, this makes no sense in 
terms of implementation to officials who have not read the rest of the material or a Minister who 
may not be aware of it.  A pre-budget audit system would allow these matters to be raised by a 
committee.  we would very much like to have Oireachtas scrutiny in that context as it would be 
positive.  It was stated people should never be better off on the dole than when working.

Senator  Marie Moloney: On social welfare.

Dr. Seán Healy: Yes, on social welfare generally.  It is important that we not get car-
ried away with the misinterpretation of many of the data.  Misinterpretation is not confined to 
Members of either House, for example, but has been evident in troika publications.  The fact is 
that the income of three out of four individuals receiving an income through the social welfare 
process would be 40% greater if they were employed.  This is taken from the ESRI’s budget 
prospectus publication for 2013, which was released a matter of weeks ago.  This is the most 
up-to-date datum.  I referred to replacement ratios.  The troika has written rubbish - uninformed 
claptrap - about replacement ratios and has circulated it as factual analysis.  It has been very 
selective with the data it has used and consequently produced inaccurate analysis and an inap-
propriate policy position.  when we met representatives of the troika, we presented it with a 
document – it is publicly available and on our website – in which we outlined its mistakes.  It 
did not dispute our contention at the time and has not done so since.  we have offered to meet 
the troika’s technical teams if they believe our analysis of what the troika has done is in any 
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way questionable.

let me deal with two points raised by the Chairman, one of which has to do with long-term 
unemployment and resentment.  In this regard, we are again in serious danger of communicat-
ing nonsense.  There has been much commentary at the highest level of public broadcasting 
indicating that 100,000 people would not take up a job when there were jobs available before 
the crash.  This is rubbish and not in accordance with the facts.  In 2007, the last year before 
the recession and crash, the unemployment rate was approximately 4%.  One must examine 
long-term unemployment, however, because there are many people unemployed who have just 
come out of school or college, who have just been let go or who are in transition from one job 
to another.  In 2007, the long-term unemployment rate was 1.3%.  Some 28,000 people were 
unemployed for more than one year.  Today, this number has risen to 182,000.  Nobody will 
convince me that the 164,000 who make up the balance are layabouts or useless people who 
have basically decided they will opt for a lifestyle choice of living on the dole.  It is simply not 
the case.

Senator Marie Moloney: Nobody is suggesting that.

Dr. Seán Healy: I am not saying any Member is advocating it, and am not even talking 
about the Senator.  I am saying that, in the public arena, that is where the resentment is coming 
from.

Chairman: One does not tend to hear Members of the Oireachtas making claims like that.

Dr. Seán Healy: I did not say they are.  I said the view is expressed in the media.

Senator  Marie Moloney: Dr. Healy referred to the highest political level.

Dr. Seán Healy: I referred to the highest broadcasting level, not the highest political level.  
I am not allowed to name names, and will not do so; suffice it to say I am talking about public 
broadcasting at the highest level.  Time and again, I have heard the same broadcaster say that 
over 100,000 people would not take up a job when jobs were available.  I am simply saying 
that is untrue.  Under no circumstances am I suggesting a member of the committee is making 
the claim.  In fairness to politicians, they are far closer to the reality and would not make such 
a claim.

Chairman: Okay.

Dr. Seán Healy: I wish to make one final point about the process.  I am strongly of the 
view that nothing should replace the role of Parliament, that is, the role of elected Deputies and 
Senators, Oireachtas committees and so on, which is the reason, for example, I would like to 
see that in this context.  This also was the reason that for all the years during which we were in 
social partnership, I made a proposal, which was written about and published endlessly by our 
organisation, that we would welcome an opportunity in which an Oireachtas committee, either 
pre-existing or set up for the purpose, would engage on a quarterly basis with all those involved 
in social partnership to go through any updates and so on.  we strongly expressed the view all 
the time that there was not a single item in a national agreement that did not have Government 
support.  Any proposal that did not have Government support, no matter who was making it, 
did not wind up in an agreement.  As part of the community and voluntary pillar, we never had 
the major role in social partnership but we did play an active and strong role there in trying to 
represent vulnerable and poor people, as well as many other groups who needed support in the 
process.  However, I always have accepted completely the primacy of the elected Parliament 
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and parliamentarians.  Throughout the 15 or so years in which we were there, we argued repeat-
edly for a greater engagement by the Oireachtas.  In that context, we constantly suggested an 
Oireachtas committee in order that both Opposition and Government people would be involved.

Chairman: That is good to know because this issue was raised in here as well.

Dr. Seán Healy: The Chair’s point is taken.

Mr. Nat O’Connor: If it is all right with members, I will speak briefly before inviting my 
colleagues to talk about a couple of technical points.  As for protecting people with low incomes 
who are vulnerable, perhaps I did not make it clear enough in my presentation but we provide 
numbers and cost estimates for all our proposals, which indicate one can meet the target the 
Government has set this year without being obliged to cut social protection for those with low 
incomes or who are vulnerable.  we absolutely would state one could ring-fence and protect 
secondary benefits, as well as primary benefits.  On where we would get money for jobs, our 
proposal of €4.5 billion involves looking at the National Pensions Reserve Fund, which essen-
tially is a national wealth fund.  Again, the economic evidence suggests that now is the time 
when one will get much more value for money in investing that money in the economy, not 
simply for a short-term stimulus and job creation but by targeting it in areas of strategic infra-
structure, such as broadband, in which one will get a return in long-term economic development 
for both the private sector and the State, as well as longer-term jobs.  That is where we would 
look for this money.  Moreover, many other proposals about money, such as the private pension 
funds and so on, have been articulated.

In respect of the two-party Government and the programme for Government, we are con-
sidering our own strategic plan in conjunction with my board of directors, many of whom have 
worked in the private sector for all their lives and in some cases were chief executive officers 
of major corporations.  Their view is that in the private sector, a strategic plan of three years 
probably is long enough.  The programme for Government is for five years and there is no doubt 
that if the Government wished to conduct a review halfway through to ascertain how it was get-
ting on, it could review, rewrite and change the programme for Government.  As it is a living 
document, I would not think it is very much tied to that.  Indeed, the fact of having a two-party 
Government is a strength in a way, as it can try to build a broader consensus.  If pre-budget au-
dits and analysis are to be carried out, it will require cross-party support for the kind of data that 
must be presented and for that kind of analysis to be opened up to scrutiny and not politicised.

On the question of the divide between workers and the unemployed, I echo many of the 
points made by Dr. Seán Healy.  In my previous work in the Homeless Agency, we once car-
ried out a survey of everyone who was homeless at a particular time in which we asked people 
about their desire to go into work.  Nearly half of those in emergency accommodation were 
keen to get work and more than half of those who were sleeping rough at the time stated they 
would like to get work.  while their preparedness for work and how realistic that was are open 
to question, there is a desire in people to have and to be in work.  This pertains to all the social 
benefits and personal dignity that go with having a job and having a role in society.  This desire 
is very strong and I would dispute any claim that there are tens of thousands of people who are 
unwilling to work.  I believe there is a lot of stereotyping and a lot of very nasty commentary 
which is not based on evidence or on working with people.

My colleague, Mr. Tom McDonnell, will talk about the debt and the three years of budgets 
to come, after which my colleague, Ms Aoife Ní lochlainn, will talk about the issue of how 
equality auditing would be done in practice.
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Mr. Tom McDonnell: Deputy Joan Collins asked about debt and debt sustainability.  As 
members are aware, Ireland’s debt-to-GDP ratio was previously forecast to peak at approxi-
mately 120% in 2013.  That was contingent upon growth levels that perhaps were slightly un-
realistic and optimistic, as indeed they have been for the past four years, because of modelling 
problems and optimism bias.  However, the point is that if growth is lower than anticipated, as is 
likely, and as IMF multipliers that measure the impact of austerity and stimulus on growth and 
employment come to pass in the future, as is likely, then growth and employment will be lower 
and the debt-to-GDP ratio will not stabilise at 120%.  In itself, however, even a ratio of 120% 
is a problematic number because if one considers Ireland’s debt-to-GNP ratio, it will peak at 
approximately 150%, and the weight of evidence from economic history suggests that beyond 
90%, such debt begins to weigh permanently on growth and employment.  Consequently, in an 
economy with a higher ratio of debt than that, certainly at ratios of 120% or 150%, the burden 
becomes increasingly heavy and one wastes more and more of one’s income each year on debt 
interest repayments.  In a couple of years’ time, for example, the interest repayments would 
exceed the entire education budget and both short-term and long-term growth become lower.  
The productivity potential of one’s economy becomes lower and one moves towards a negative 
cycle, which becomes increasingly worse and one moves towards a situation akin to that which 
obtains in Japan.  while one might argue that Japan has maintained its high levels of debt for 
a long time, the Japanese economy essentially has stagnated for two decades.  Is that what we 
want for Ireland and is that the way we are going?

In addition, a country such as Ireland is more susceptible than are countries such as Japan or 
the United States.  One reason is that we are dollarised, albeit with euro, in that we do not con-
trol our currency.  This means we can run out of money and debt sustainability actually kicks in 
at a much lower point than it would for countries such as Japan, which have maintained a higher 
level of debt than 150%.  One can see that the other countries in Europe which are engaging 
in the same process as Ireland, that is, Greece, Portugal and Spain, are in freefall at present.  
Moreover, weighing us down even further are the household and corporate debt, as well as the 
damage in the banking sector.  All these things will weigh on consumption and an investment 
for the foreseeable future, as we wind out of this balance sheet recession.  One could be talk-
ing about years of stagnant employment and growth unless there are major changes of policy, 
ultimately at a European level.

Nevertheless, however, as Ireland itself has a deficit requiring €8.6 billion in adjustments 
over the next three years - the deficit itself of course is closer to €13 billion or €14 billion - the 
question is what Ireland can do.  Ireland can choose particular austerity measures, for example, 
that minimise the damage to growth, to vulnerable people at the very bottom and to employ-
ment.  Moreover, there are areas for which one can aim.  For example, when one is considering 
taxation measures, the worst thing one can do is to tax low income workers.  They spend all 
their money in the economy, it has negative implications for the labour market and so on.  On 
the other hand, the least damaging areas are those such as intergenerational wealth transfers, 
such as capital acquisitions tax in Ireland, or passive income, such as rental income.  That is the 
kind of smart fiscal consolidation in which one can engage.  Even though we are constrained, 
we still have choices.

One of the worst things one can do is to cut the capital budget disproportionately.  The troika 
and, I imagine, virtually every economist in the world would heavily criticise any government 
that would cut its capital budget disproportionately, on which budget long-term growth and 
growth for people who are in long-term unemployment at present is contingent.  This is particu-
larly the case in the construction sector, because the jobs from the boom time period are never 
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coming back at the same level they reached previously.  Consequently, the worst thing one can 
do at this moment is to cut the capital budget.  The Government has been criticised in this regard 
by the troika.  we would also criticise this, as exacerbating the crisis and making it worse than 
it otherwise needs to be.

Ms Aoife Ní Lochlainn: I will be very quick.  In answer to the question about equality au-
diting and whether it happens elsewhere, yes it does.  It happens in Scotland and is done through 
the Government and Parliament.  They utilise the expertise of statutory groups and people who 
are expert in specific areas of inequality to put together a statement which is then responded to 
by the Government.  This is all done in the open.  The whole idea behind it is to increase trans-
parency and debate.  If one is looking to take the heat out of budget discussions and is seeking a 
more calm and rational debate, this is one of the better ways of doing it.  That is because all the 
options and data are out in the open, so we can have a more rational debate than we currently 
have where everything is squashed into one part of the year.

A group of civil society organisations is currently examining the issue of equality auditing.  
I think it is called the equality budgeting campaign, but I apologise if I have the name wrong.  
It will be seeking to put together proposals that can be used in an Irish context.  It would be 
useful if we could have something in place in the next year or two, as it looks like we will have 
further austerity budgets.  

Replacement rates were mentioned, as were the long-term unemployed and people resent-
ing the fact that payments are made to unemployed people or those on CE schemes.  In a study 
by TASC on budget 2011, we conducted a distributional analysis and found that single people 
with children suffered the greatest loss in income.  Some of that loss was brought about by 
changes in secondary benefits.  I would highlight, in particular, payments to lone parents and 
also child benefit.  These income payments have a huge effect on incomes to specific groups 
which often depend on them.  

The CE scheme itself is designed to provide people with experience and work.  It also pro-
vides much-needed local services. 

Chairman: we recently examined CE schemes fairly comprehensively.  The point being 
made by Senator Moloney and myself did not concern resentment of people in long-term un-
employment; it was more the idea they have in other countries where those on social welfare 
might pay a small contribution towards their credits or the social insurance fund.  It was more in 
that context that the point was made.  My understanding is that in countries which pursue social 
democratic policies, they do have contributions from people on social welfare or low pay, even 
if it is very small.  The overall effect of their budgets is redistributive and obviously they have 
very good public services.  I just wanted to make that point.

we have to conclude this meeting because another meeting is scheduled.  what Ms Ní lo-
chlainn said about the Scottish model was very helpful and we will certainly examine that fur-
ther.  This meeting has been very informative for us.  As Deputies and Senators we look at these 
submissions and read them in detail.  Many of the parliamentary questions in recent weeks were 
based on matters that are in such submissions.  

The committee has a limited brief and cannot write to the Minister for Finance, but we will 
write to the Minister for Social Protection and bring to her attention the presentations made 
here, together with a transcript of the meeting.  we will ask her for feedback on the points that 
have been raised.  we will be following this up because it is an issue that the committee is keen 
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to pursue.     

I acknowledge that there are members of the equality budget group in the Gallery, as Ms Ní 
lochlainn mentioned.  we take a great interest in this issue.  I wish to thank those in the Gallery 
for attending this meeting.  I also wish to thank Ms Aoife Ní lochlainn and the other witnesses 
for attending this meeting and for their contributions. 

The joint committee adjourned at 3.35 p.m. until 11.30 a.m. on Tuesday, 13 November 2012.


