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BUSINESS Of JOINT COMMITTEE

Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: I advise members that the usual restrictions apply to the use of mobile phones.  
They interfere with the broadcasting facilities and RTE may not be able to cover the proceed-
ings as a result.  

I propose that we go into private session to deal with a number of matters.  Is that agreed?  
Agreed.

  The joint committee went into private session at 9.45 a.m. and resumed in public session 
at 9.50 a.m.

Reform of Local Government: Discussion

Association of County and City Councils

Chairman: We are here to discuss the reform of local government.  I welcome Councillor 
Peter McVitty, president, Councillor Michael O’Brien, vice president, Councillor Hilary Quin-
lan, immediate past president, Councillor Pádraig McNally, and Mr. Liam Kenny, director, of 
the Association of County and City Councils.  Thank you for your attendance here today.

I wish to draw your attention to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defama-
tion Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to this 
committee.  However, if you are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence in relation 
to a particular matter and you continue to so do, you are entitled thereafter only to a qualified 
privilege in respect of your evidence.  You are directed that only evidence connected with the 
subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and you are asked to respect the parliamentary 
practice to the effect that, where possible, you should not criticise or make charges against any 
person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  I also 
wish to advise you that the opening statement and any other documents you have submitted to 
the committee may be published on the committee website after the meeting.

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an 
official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  I call on Councillor 
McVitty to address the committee.

Councillor Peter McVitty: On behalf of the Association of County and City Councils I 
thank the members for meeting us today.  I wish to apologise on behalf of Ms Connie Hanniffy 
who was due to be here but could not attend.  As the Chairman said, Michael O’Brien, the vice 
president, Pádraig McNally, Hilary Quinlan and Liam Kenny are in attendance as well as others 
from the association in the Gallery.

The association had to analyse closely the document of the Minister, Deputy Hogan, Putting 
People first.  As an association we have to be prepared to accept change but we are concerned 
about some issues in the document.  I am sure we are talking to the converted in that some of 
the members are former county councillors and they understand our concerns about some as-
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pects of the document.  However, we will make our presentation to the committee, outline our 
concerns and work as best we can to make sure it works properly and that everybody is satisfied 
with the outcome.  The boundary changes in our very large areas is a major change but we must 
accept change.  I will hand over to Michael O’Brien, a member of the team in our association 
that examined the Bill closely, who will take us through our submission.

Councillor Michael O’Brien: We welcome the opportunity to interact with the Chairman 
and his colleagues on this matter.  In doing that we are conscious that our association has made 
constructive submissions on local government reform in the past 20 years in particular under 
its current name and its former name, the General Council of County Councils, to this Govern-
ment and previous Governments.  Looking around the room I am aware that we are fortunate to 
have the ear of past eminent members of our association who have served the public in that role.

We welcome that at least some measure of reform will result from the Local Government 
Bill 2013 that is before us.  A central theme of the association’s submissions over time has been 
the centrality of the county councils and city councils to the functioning of local government.  
The county councils are the only component of our local government system that serve all of 
the people.  Whether it is the town centre dweller or the rural farmer, county level local govern-
ment serves citizens in all environments - urban, suburban and rural.

Even in the case of town councils the county council’s responsibility did not stop at the town 
boundary.  Many services ranging from main roads to libraries and fire brigades were and still 
are provided by the county council.  We see the reform proposed in the Local Government Bill 
2013 as the logical conclusion to that reality on the ground.  The town councils will now be inte-
grated with the operation of the county councils providing a unified local government service to 
the public.  We welcome this step forward as we have long believed that a unitary local govern-
ment system, which is proven throughout Europe, would provide our citizens with best value 
while fully respecting the requirements of subsidiarity.  We also welcome section 14(a)(3) of 
the current Bill, which reiterates that the county and city councils are the primary units of local 
government and, as members are aware, they are enshrined in the Local Government Act 2001.

We have certain concerns about Part 3 of the Bill, which relates to the establishment of mu-
nicipal districts as a component of the county councils.  While we accept that it is a step towards 
the unified delivery of local government we question whether the concept of municipal districts 
is a viable and practical one in the Irish situation.  The concept of a municipal district acting in 
a kind of proxy capacity for the county council continues to dilute the aspiration for a stream-
lined and unified local government service.  We are not trying to reinvent the wheel. The type of 
service we are talking about as outlined in the Bill is widespread throughout Europe in countries 
that practise a unitary local authority system.  However, assuming the municipal districts go 
ahead, we must reiterate that the collection of household charges and commercial rates must be 
conducted by the county council.  If such a function was to be given to the municipal districts 
it would, in effect, transform them into a town council by another name.  We support the Min-
ister’s position that there will be only one budget-making authority in the new configuration.

A trend over the past 30 years or so has been the advent of organisations that spend large 
amounts of public money on development projects at arm’s length from the democratically 
elected county councils.  This leads to two streams of public money being spent in the same 
county without any co-ordination between the two.  We acknowledge the efforts expressed in 
Part 6 of the Bill in regard to drawing the development companies into an alignment with the 
statutory local authorities.  However, there are a number of alarming features which in our view 
will compromise any meaningful alignment between the local authority and the local develop-
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ment sectors in each county. 

We are also concerned about the method of selection of the members of the local and com-
munity development board.  Section 35(2) inserts a section 128D(3)(a), which states that the 
chief officer of the local community development committee shall “seek and select nominees” 
to the committee.  In other words, the selection of members of the committee is being left to 
an official, and it gets worse.  The proposed section 128D(3)(b) states: “The nominees shall be 
appointed to the committee, without omission or addition, by resolution of the local authority.  
In other words, the local authority - the democratically elected forum of the people - is required 
to rubber stamp names put together by an officer or an official.  We urge members to examine 
this undemocratic arrangement again when they resume scrutiny of the Bill.

Section 51 requires the Minister to meet an association at least once a year.  We welcome 
that but we believe it falls short of the level of consultation required.  A major complaint of 
our members is the volume of domestic and EU regulation which arrives at local government 
level without any consultation with the people who are expected to implement the new codes 
and regulations.  Local authority members must be involved at the earliest stage possible in the 
development of such regulation.  We note that the County and City Managers Association has 
a major involvement in the Custom House as regards developing policy for local government.  
We believe that wherever the managers are the councillors should be there also.  That principle 
would provide that necessary system of checks and balances.  We welcome the broad vision for 
the reform as regards the creation of a single-tier local authority system which blends subsid-
iarity with efficiency.  However, we also have concerns about the Bill and we ask members to 
critically examine the aspects we have highlighted in our analysis, which we will circulate at 
an early stage.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: I thank the members of the general council for making their views 
known to the committee.  The Bill is on Committee Stage and my party is in the process of 
preparing amendments with a view to getting answers to many of the questions Councillor 
O’Brien has raised, such as the role of local development companies.  We recognise the aspira-
tion behind that move but we question the manner in which it is being implemented.  We hope 
that amalgamations take place through negotiation rather than imposition and that the implica-
tions for staff, etc., are recognised.  Those who represent staff will, I am sure, raise these issues.  
The Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government informed the Dáil last 
week that progress is being made in that regard.  Questions also arise in regard to appointments 
to the boards and accountability.  We will make a list of our proposed amendments available to 
the association at the earliest opportunity.

We do not agree with the thrust of the Bill.  We recognise the need for reform but it must 
be meaningful reform.  Town councils have played a leading role throughout the country.  We 
accept the need for streamlining and ending duplication in the system but do not agree with the 
extent of the cull proposed in this regard and will be highlighting that on Committee Stage.  We 
believe our amendments will reflect the opinions and aspirations of local authority members 
and we will be liaising with them in seeking to represent their views and ensuring we do not 
lose local democracy.  There is nervousness on the part of many people throughout the country 
that the disconnect is larger than envisaged by virtue of these proposals.  Many of the functions 
of local authorities have been diminished in recent years rather than enhanced.  We will be 
introducing amendments that seek to devolve more powers than are currently proposed in the 
legislation as it stands.

I acknowledge the work that the witnesses do on behalf of their members and assure them 
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we will do our best to represent those views when we introduce amendments to the legislation 
with a view to making it work more effectively for all concerned.

Senator  Denis Landy: I welcome the delegation from the Association of County and City 
Councils and thank Councillor O’Brien for his contribution.  In regard to the apportionment of 
commercial rates and the local property tax, how does the association envisage the money being 
distributed to individual municipal district councils?

I support Councillor O’Brien’s suggestion about bringing community development boards 
under the aegis of county councils and note his concern about the fact that they will remain 
independent, to use his own term, in their functions.  What changes does he think are neces-
sary in the Bill if we are to ensure the money is controlled by local authority elected members 
as opposed to the local authority?  I feel strongly about this issue.  In regard to development 
companies, what changes are needed to the current structure of legislation?

What are Councillor O’Brien’s concerns about the use of the term “mayor” at municipal 
district council level and county level?  I agree with him on consultations with the association 
beyond the legislation, particularly in regard to EU legislation pertaining to local government.  
At present there is only fig-leaf consultation.  Councillors are left to answer to the public regard-
ing the strangest of EU directives which impact on people’s lives locally but, as anyone with 
knowledge of European legislation will attest, it takes approximately two years for an idea to 
become a directive and, in some cases, a further two years to transpose it into Irish law.  The 
process could take five years in total and we are then left to explain why an egg has to be a cer-
tain shape in order to be accepted into the market.  How can we do something practical with the 
legislation to ensure that local government has an input into EU legislation?

Councillor Michael O’Brien: The questions raised by Deputies Landy and Cowen are well 
thought out.  Over a long period of time we have seen an incremental erosion of the role and 
status of the local elected member.  To a large extent this was brought about by the European 
Union from the period when we were net beneficiaries and a variety of groups were established 
to operate in parallel with the local government system.  It will not be easy to change a mindset 
and, as Deputy Cowen pointed out, there are implications for staff and career expectations in 
the reform of any aspect of the delivery of public services, particularly in regard to the develop-
ment companies.  There are currently 51 of these companies but there will be 31 local authori-
ties.  It does not necessarily make sense.  Heretofore we had 88 planning authorities in a small 
country and it is sensible that the number is being reduced to 31.  We will have 31 local gov-
ernment units in a country with a population of 4.5 million, which brings us roughly into line 
with other countries.  Northern Ireland has a population of 1.8 million and it has 11 councils.  
Scotland, with a population of 5.2 million, has 32 local governments.  What is happening in 
Ireland reflects a policy we developed several years ago and is bringing us in line with practices 
of local government that are comparable to neighbouring jurisdictions.

Senator Landy asked how we envisaged the devolution of resources and money to munici-
pal district level.  In every county council, the system proposed in the Bill is already there in 
practice.  The local area committees provide the platform from which the central authority - 
that is, the county council - will distribute funds.  We are not trying to reinvent anything here.  
It is a simple process, but we tend to make simple processes very complicated in this country.  
There are two aspects to local government, the first being to provide the basis for democratic 
participation at local level and thereby feed into our national Parliament.  The second element 
is to assist - that is all we are doing, assisting - in the fair and equal distribution of whatever 
resources are available.  It is a two-pronged process which has been complicated by the inheri-
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tance of a British system in which rank and status predominated.  We must change the system, 
and can cite, if we want to, local government in China or Scandinavia or wherever as a model.  
The bottom line, however, is that we are trying to assist the Government of the day to bring in a 
system that is beneficial to the people and is transparent and representative.  It is incredible that 
we waited until 2013 to provide a scientific method of aligning the population to seat ratio.  The 
current system was developed 114 years ago on the basis of the number of ratepayers.  Now, at 
last, there will be a scientific way of dealing with it.

I am not sure whether I answered all of the questions.

Senator  Denis Landy: I asked Councillor O’Brien about the collection and allocation of 
moneys at municipal level and the basis on which it will be apportioned.

Councillor Michael O’Brien: In the case of Tipperary, to take one example, there will be 
25 seats.

Senator  Denis Landy: There will be 40 seats in Tipperary.

Councillor Michael O’Brien: I apologise; the Senator is correct.  There will be 40 people 
sitting around the table and deciding on the distribution of the funds.  for the State as a whole, 
it will, for the first time in many cases, be a case of local government in action.  There will be 
only one source of resources for a county, although retaining the county system might not have 
been the best strategy.  We should have done what they did in Northern Ireland and Scotland, 
for instance, and forget about towns and counties.  However, the decision was made to retain the 
counties and the five cities, to make up a total of 31, and the members of each unit will decide 
on the fair and equal distribution of whatever funds are available in that particular county.

The main difficulty is that we have inherited a system in which nobody can tell how the lo-
cal government fund is actually distributed.  It would appear to be done on a historical basis, 
with each allocation being generally 1% or 2% greater or lesser than it was the previous year.  
Where distortions have arisen in the past, they have arisen when the Minister for the Environ-
ment, Community and Local Government has been able to lever a little more funding for a 
particular county.  This takes it out of synch with the rest of the county councils when it comes 
to the next allocation, because that allocation is dependent on historical figures.

Councillor Peter McVitty: Senator Landy asked about the role of mayor at county and mu-
nicipal district level.  The document itself places great emphasis on the county council being the 
premier body in the county.  We are passionately of the view that we must distinguish the role 
of the mayor as the leader of that particular body as distinct from the municipal entity.  We do 
not have an issue with the new structure in so far as it proposes the establishment of municipal 
entities.  Each municipal district will require a chairman, which role would carry certain rec-
ognition at various events.  We see a role for that person on a localised basis.  As both a town 
and county councillor, I see the demise of the town council as a huge loss to a large number of 
towns.  We share the belief, however, that the head of the premier body should be clearly dis-
tinctive on any public occasion.  By allowing the role of mayor to exist at all levels, there would 
be a significant dilution of the role.  We are particularly concerned that this should not happen.

Councillor Pádraig McNally: Senator Denis Landy asked about how local authorities will 
engage with enterprise boards and local enterprise offices under the new structure.  I made 
clear to members of the committee on previous occasions that it is a matter of great concern 
to us that elected representatives will, under the proposals as they stand, have no say on these 
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boards.  Under the existing structure, we are close to the people who are seeking grants and it 
works well.  The allocations might be small but they mean a great deal to people who are try-
ing to start a business.  I appeal to the committee, as I did before, to seek changes to the Bill to 
address this issue.

Chairman: I will take the rest of the questions together because we have limited time re-
maining.

Deputy  Paudie Coffey: I welcome the delegates and thank them for their positive and 
constructive engagement.  It assists us as parliamentarians as we work through the legislation 
to hear suggestions as to how it can be improved upon.  The witnesses have a very positive con-
tribution to make in that respect, both as individual representatives of local government and as 
members of the Association of County and City Councils, which has been active in this area for 
generations.  We are listening closely and intently to what the delegates are saying.

I share some of their concerns regarding the local development committees and associated 
selection process.  How do the delegates foresee that selection process taking place?  Would it 
work similarly to the existing community fora whereby community organisations put forward 
representatives and select from among themselves in a bottom-up approach.  How do the wit-
nesses envisage the local and community development aspect of local government being repre-
sented?  I agree that it needs to be transparent and accountable to the elected council, but what 
is the best way to select the membership and get the boards up and running?

I note the points in the submission regarding practical representation, ratios and bringing us 
into line with other countries.  What are the delegates’ views on how the metropolitan areas will 
work within the new structures?  There will be several amalgamations, including in Waterford, 
Limerick and Tipperary.  Will the witnesses comment on how they envisage those amalgama-
tions proceeding?

I expect that much of the difficulty that might arise will relate to status and titles, as occurs 
traditionally in any field or sector.  There is a great deal of confusion about the number of may-
ors.  In Waterford alone, we have five mayors at this time.  It is very confusing for the public 
but, in my view, there is really one mayor, namely, the mayor of Waterford city.  Under the new 
structure, will the primary body be headed up by a mayor or a cathaoirleach?  My personal view 
is that it should be the latter, but I understand the delegates have concerns that such a position 
might not be recognised internationally.  Will they comment on that?  I am not sure we will ever 
get agreement on status and titles.  It is a difficult issue.

As I said, we are noting with interest what the delegates are saying today.  Their contribution 
will be very helpful to us as the Bill progresses.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I thank the witnesses for their contributions.  Getting views from 
the bottom up is very important.  Having spent most of my political life as a member of a local 
authority, I know the importance of the role of local government.  I was delighted to hear refer-
ences to reform being the “logical conclusion”.  There is a great deal of learning to do in the 
reform process, and today’s meeting is important in that regard.  The proposals we are discuss-
ing represent the most radical change in the structure of local government since its foundation.  
To get that type of radical change right must involve listening and learning as we go along.

Devolution of function has been the mantra of every local authority representative organisa-
tion for some time.  When I looked at the Local Government Bill, I noticed that 78 functions 
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were newly devolved to the district.  We might have described some of them as Mickey Mouse 
functions when we were councillors, but sometimes Mickey Mouse functions such as local au-
thority parking are very important to an area.  What goes in one area may not be appropriate to 
another and the local councillors know about this.  Multiplying 78 functions that districts can 
decide is a positive element.  Parking is important, as are other functions. 

Budgeting has been working through area committees for many years but this amounted to 
the rubber-stamping of a budget presented to an area committee.  Not enough thought was put 
into it.  Once thought is put into it by local districts and it is ratified by the council, it will bring 
about better functioning and greater input from local authority members.  If the legislative onus 
is put on the shoulders of the councillors, the onus is on them to do it.

The methodology of selection to the committees is something we must look at to ensure we 
do not end up in a situation in which the official has responsibility.  That cannot happen because 
this document is about devolving more powers downwards.  I thank the witnesses for bringing 
that point to our attention.  When I read the document, my understanding was that the function 
was to seek and select.  In seeking, one asks people to put forward names, and my interpreta-
tion was that first one seeks names and then the names come in.  In ratification, local authority 
members cannot automatically de-select all of the community members and say they do not 
want any of them and they want more of their own.  It was a safeguard against that, but we will 
examine the point.

My priority is to see the devolution of functions.  I sincerely welcome the 78 devolved func-
tions.  The Minister has asked each Department to see what remits could be devolved further.  
That works as well at local government level in other countries.

I will put one question to the witnesses while I have their sound heads here.  It concerns 
the funding of local government and how they spend money.  Different local authorities have 
different methodologies for implementing the local authority property tax.  If local authority 
houses are exempt from the property tax, some see that the local authority should bear the brunt 
of it and so the local authority pays.  Others say it should be passed on at a rate of €2 extra per 
household.  If the witnesses have a view on this, it would be valuable.  It is important that this 
is streamlined.  In a county or a city, one side of the road may have one methodology while the 
other side of the road has another.  That is not good, so we must streamline it.

Senator  Ned O’Sullivan: I apologise for being late to the committee; I was trying to cover 
two meetings.  I welcome the delegation.  fianna fáil has serious problems with this Local 
Government Bill and it will be rigorously tested as it proceeds through both Houses.  We are 
totally opposed to the abolition of town councils, which is a serious error on the part of the Min-
ister.  A system of local government that has lasted over a century and served the country well 
has been tossed out in the same manner in which the Government tried to abolish the Seanad.  It 
has already abolished Údarás na Gaeltachta.  Local democracy is not flourishing under the cur-
rent regime.  I will not say any more until all three representative council groups have appeared.  
Having been a councillor for over 20 years, I am with them 100%.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: I welcome the delegation.  I am surprised by the statement that the 
reform will bring us to par in terms of the ratio of councillors to population.  In fact, it does not; 
it drives it further out of line.  I am not sure how these figures are being compared.  In Denmark, 
there is one councillor for every 1,115 people and in france there is one for every 118 people; 
we will have one for every 4,830.  Applying the ratio in the North, the new reforms will lead to 
one councillor per 1,190 people.  Sinn féin is not happy with that but we live with it because 
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we must negotiate with people.  This drives us out of line with the North.  We will have fewer 
councillors per head of population than we will have in the North under the reform.

What powers and functions would the Association of County and City Councils like to 
see devolved?  It has been mentioned that much of the power devolved to local municipality 
districts is Mickey Mouse stuff, but this is by default and by virtue of the fact that they are be-
ing set up.  Can the witnesses name three powers they would like to see devolved from central 
government?  What powers would they like to see transferred from county managers or from 
executive functions to reserved functions?  The Association of County and City Councils has 
complained about this over the years and we stand with them.

Can the witnesses indicate their position on the fact that each local authority will have two 
representatives on regional authorities?  How will that pan out in terms of party or group repre-
sentation?  It could mean that two parties will control the regional assemblies.  I will repeat the 
questions because the witnesses got distracted for a minute.

Chairman: We do not have time.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: They involve the powers to be devolved from central government, 
the powers that could be transferred from county managers or from executive to reserved func-
tions, and a comment on the fact that there are only two representatives on regional authorities.

Chairman: We have three minutes remaining.  We will adjourn at 10.30 a.m to allow the 
next group of witnesses to take their seats.

Councillor Hilary Quinlan: With regard to Deputy Coffey’s point on mayors, Waterford, 
Limerick and Tipperary are being merged.  In the case of Waterford and Limerick, there must 
be a mayor in the metropolitan area and a Cathaoirleach in the county.  Councillor Michael 
O’Brien referred to the fact that there are only 31 authorities.  Outside of the amalgamated 
counties, there should be a mayor of a county and a chair of each municipal district.  This would 
result in less confusion.  In times past, there were too many mayors of big and small towns and 
villages, which demeaned the civic title of mayor.

Councillor Peter McVitty: I thank the members for meeting us.  They have a fair idea of 
what our problem is.  We do not want this to be political.  We want a proper set-up and the com-
mittee should work together so that the amalgamation of two bodies works.  We do not want 
to make it political; we want local authorities to work properly.  I ask the committee members 
to examine some of the issues raised.  We will be in contact again directly with more of our 
problems in a private capacity.

Chairman: I thank Councillor McVitty, Councillor O’Brien, Councillor Quinlan, Council-
lor McNally and Mr. Kenny.  When I was a young councillor I found the General Council of 
County Councillors, as it was then, to be very helpful.  In the face of Acts and bureaucracy and 
the myriad of local government issues, it was a helpful facility for members.  I thank the wit-
nesses for their attendance.

  Sitting suspended at 10.29 a.m. and resumed at 10.30 a.m.

Association of Municipal Authorities of Ireland
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Chairman: We will resume our discussion of the reform of local government.  I welcome 
from the Association of Municipal Authorities of Ireland Mr. Tom Ryan, director; Councillor 
Willie Callaghan; Councillor John Meehan; and Councillor Patricia McCarthy.

Councillor Willie Callaghan: On behalf of the Association of Municipal Authorities of 
Ireland, I thank the joint committee for inviting me to address it following the recent publica-
tion of the Local Government Reform Bill 2013.  Our organisation is a representative body 
for 80 town councils which have serious concerns about the Bill as proposed.  It will result in 
the loss of 80 town councils and a reduction of 678 councillors.  Like so much else that passes 
for reform these days, it is a populist endeavour.  Our organisation does not oppose reform; on 
the contrary: we have been asking for it for years.  However, once we scrutinised the Bill, our 
confidence that the legislation would deliver real reform evaporated.  While it contains some 
positive measures, it does not go far enough.  We are not confident that, as proposed, it will not 
deliver real reform.

In the past ten months we have been working with all stakeholders to develop a consistent 
reform agenda for local government.  Two and a half years ago we published our own policy on 
reform.  In April this year we outlined our vision for the powers and functions of the new mu-
nicipal district councils.  My fellow councillors and I believe in the spirit of the Government’s 
reform agenda.  However, reform needs to happen at all levels of our democracy to ensure the 
people are served by a political system that is accountable, functional, democratic and local.  As 
an association representing elected representatives at local level, we see at first hand the need 
for reform at the lowest level of the political system.  Local communities and their democrati-
cally elected representatives are best placed to decide what works best in their areas and what 
services are required.  In many European countries councils are involved with the government 
in decisions that affect their local areas.  They have diverse powers in areas such as early learn-
ing and education, social welfare and health care services and policing.  These are the areas in 
which reform is needed to allow councillors to have an input on behalf of their communities.  
The end result of the current reform process, if not amended, will be one of the most centralised 
states in the European Union.  

The Bill contains no fresh initiatives such as tax increment financing or an overhauled com-
mercial rates system that would provide a badly needed shot in the arm for local economies.  
We believe local government should involve the retention of town councils and the creation of 
new town councils in towns which do not have such councils.  The AMAI calls on Deputies and 
Senators to amend this legislation to ensure it will deliver on the promise of real reform.  The 
establishment of the new municipal district councils at the expense of town councils is not a 
panacea for the current inadequacies of local government; nevertheless, it is what we are pre-
sented with in the Local Government Bill 2013.  for the past two years the Minister has been 
quoted as saying he is not abolishing town councils but rather that he will enhance them.  How 
can a body be enhanced when its financial powers are taken away? 

We are presenting to the committee a number of amendments to the Bill which we believe 
would redress this situation somewhat.  I urge members to support them.  They call for greater 
transparency and a more decentralised democratic system.  They are designed to enhance the 
Bill in order to best serve the people and reduce the democratic deficit.  

I draw the attention of members to the extent to which the detail of implementation is not 
contained in the Bill but will be subject to further regulations and guidelines, to be enacted at 
a later date.  That is somewhat disingenuous.  Our members, just like the committee, are being 
asked to support the Bill in the absence of the clarity needed to allow us to make an informed 
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decision.  In the interests of transparency, it is imperative to have greater clarity.  The financial 
mechanisms which will apply to the new municipal district councils are but one example of this 
deficit.

Two issues, in particular, are core principles for the AMAI.  The first is the amendment 
which relates to the financial autonomy of the proposed municipal district councils.  The Bill, 
as proposed, envisages that municipal district councils will be unable to determine the main 
financial income, commercial rates and property tax, but as elected representatives, we will 
have to answer to our electors for how these funds are being spent.  Money matters because 
whoever controls it determines what services are put in place and the manner in which they are 
delivered.  In areas across Ireland the ability to use the moneys for their own betterment is criti-
cal to their lifeblood and vibrancy.  In my own town of Naas there is no doubt that the direct 
reinvestment of local charges and taxes has been of significant benefit in attracting investment 
and employment.  The abolition of town councils ends that financial autonomy.  Any reform of 
local government must safeguard these principles.

The second core principle relates to the issue of subsidiarity.  This principle is recognised in 
all EU member states and strongly protected by the EU governing institutions.  Our European 
partners are concerned that this principle should be sufficiently protected under the legislation 
and many in Europe share the AMAI’s view that subsidiarity is not being upheld under the leg-
islation, as proposed. 

Last week I led a deputation to Strasbourg to meet members of the Council of Europe to ad-
dress our concerns about this legislation.  Ireland is a signatory to the Council’s European Char-
ter of Local Self-Government.  The charter places fundamental importance on the preservation 
of subsidiarity.  The Council has confirmed our view that subsidiarity has been weakened under 
the Bill, as proposed.  The EU Congress of Local and Regional Authorities accepted the report 
of its own monitoring committee on local government in Ireland.  One of its recommendations 
in its report urges the Government to “strengthen their legislation in order to ensure that the 
Subsidiarity Principle is better enshrined and protected in the law”.  It is vital that this principle 
is upheld.  It has been suggested by colleagues that we follow the example of what has hap-
pened in Northern Ireland and Scotland, but that is not the view of our organisation.  We have 
seen the results of that policy in England.  The English local government system has not worked 
and is in the process of being changed.  

On the question of having a town mayor and Cathaoirleach, the Minister does not seem to 
have a problem with larger towns and municipal districts keeping their office of mayor.  This is 
important because many towns are in twinning arrangements with towns all over Europe and 
the office of mayor is held in greater respect than that of Cathaoirleach.  Many people from 
other countries cannot pronounce the word “Cathaoirleach”.  It is vital we hold on to it.

We are grateful for the opportunity to come here to speak before the committee and we 
have possible amendments for the proposed Bill.  I will ask my colleagues, Councillors Tommy 
Moylan and Patricia McCarthy, to go through them.

Councillor Patricia McCarthy: I thank the committee for the opportunity to address it.  
As the president has indicated, we have proposed amendments that we would like to see made 
to the Bill.  We will go through it by section.  On line 31 of page 25, we would like to delete 
the word “district” and insert “district councils”; on line 32 of page 25, we would like to insert 
“council” after the word “district”; and on line 33 of page 25, we would like to insert after “dis-
tricts “ “or, as municipal district councils”.
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We need the title “municipal district council” to give the powers, functions and members 
recognition in the area in which they perform.  Referring to a municipal district alludes to an 
area rather than the body that is making laws and regulations for the body; as such, it would 
be demeaning to members to be referred to as a district rather than a council.  The title should 
include the word “council”.

Councillor Tommy Moylan: I thank the committee for the opportunity to address it.  An-
other proposed amendment relates to section 29 of the Bill.  We propose that on page 36, 
between lines 3 and 4, the following should be inserted: “That each municipal district may, in 
respect of that district, vary the commercial rate and local property tax within that district from 
the amount applicable to the county council or the city and county council concerned.”.

This amendment would allow each municipal district council to have the power to vary the 
commercial or local property tax within the municipal district area in order to carry out spe-
cific projects agreed by the members of the municipal area as part of its budget.  When Putting 
People first was published in October 2012, section 6.7.8, relating to financial arrangements, 
had a proposal for a:

provision for members at district level to levy an amount in the district (or a town within 
the district) additional to the general commercial rate level (possibly by means of an ar-
rangement similar to the “town charges” system for former town commissioners and subject 
to any appropriate requirements), with a “supplement” to the general rate being adopted as 
part of the budget process, collected at central county level, and the additional amount for a 
district being allocated accordingly;

      That provision has not been transferred to the Bill, despite the fact it would give more au-
tonomy to local municipal districts.  If they had specific projects that they wanted to carry out, 
they would have the power to levy an additional rate if deemed appropriate and perhaps with 
the agreement of the business people within the area.  for example, this could relate to a town 
enhancement scheme.  A full county agreement would not be required and agreement could be 
reached on a district level and applied accordingly.

In section 29 and also on page 36, our next amendment would be to insert the following 
between lines 3 and 4: “Each municipal district may, in respect of that district, set an additional 
commercial rate for premises occupied by large commercial entities which exceed such thresh-
olds such as turnover or other economic activity and as may be prescribed.”  Each municipal 
district should be able to levy additional rates on certain types of businesses, particularly larger 
businesses such as multiples, which can afford to pay extra levies.  The income that is gener-
ated should be ring-fenced within specific areas and used for projects to enhance town centres 
affected by out-of-town developments.  We believe the Minister has opened the door to this 
possibility by introducing the base year adjustment as part of the Bill.

Everybody knows the “Tesco tax” that has been adopted in Northern Ireland and we believe 
in the base year adjustment.  In all this local government reform, everything has been changed 
except the current rating system applying in this country.  Small and medium local businesses 
are finding the current economic climate extremely difficult.  The same rating system is applied 
to the independent retailer as to the large multiples.  It is now time for the rating system to be 
examined in this country and a provision like this would give a badly needed shot in the arm to 
small local and independent businesses that could benefit from a measure like this and relieve 
pressure.  I appeal to members to take that on board.
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I appreciate that many of these proposed amendments relate to the financial measures.  The 
next one would delete lines 4 to 6 of section 29(2) on page 36 and substitute: “The base year 
adjustment shall be determined in accordance with subsection (3) and (4) by a rating authority 
with agreement of the members of a municipal district area where the base year adjustment will 
apply in respect of each year of the adjustment period for each of the specified areas of the rat-
ing authority.”  This relates to the harmonisation of the rating system across town and county 
councils.  Generally, across the country town councils’ annual rateable valuations would be 
lower than the county rate and there is a provision in the Bill for these to be harmonised over a 
period by way of a base year adjustment.  The provisions would have this done in a three to ten-
year period but we argue the members of the municipal districts should decide the period.  In 
my county of Tipperary, there is variance in commercial rates and the annual rateable valuation 
between some town councils and the county of between 2% and 11%.  My own area of Nenagh 
is 2% behind so we could achieve relatively short-term harmonisation but in south Tipperary, 
including Carrick-on-Suir, they are 11% behind the county rate and so might require a little 
more time to harmonise the rate.  This should not just be a blanket harmonisation period across 
a county and each district could decide what best suits.

The next proposed amendment would delete line 22 on page 37.  This relates to the proposed 
introduction and standardisation of 50% refundable rates on vacant commercial buildings on 
a national basis.  The amendment would leave section 14 of the Local Government Act 1946 
as it stands.  If the 50% refund is to be introduced, it should happen on a phased basis of up 
to ten years, similar to the base year adjustment.  This provision in the Bill took everybody by 
surprise, as the Minister intends to standardise 50% refundable rates on vacant buildings across 
the country.  Currently, 100% of refundable rates are applicable on vacant buildings, barring 
the cities of Cork, Limerick and Dublin, but the Minister is intending to standardise the practice 
that only 50% of refundable rates would be refundable on vacant commercial buildings.  This is 
an anti-business measure and in the current economic climate it is hard enough for rate payers 
who may have a vacant building because a business has been closed.  They would be penalised 
by having to pay 50% of rates on a vacant building.  This could lead to many buildings being 
devalued for rateable purposes and a change of planning being brought about for a building in 
order to avoid the clause.  That could make it more difficult for new businesses taking over such 
properties.  If the provision remains - we are seeking its deletion - it should come about on a 
ten-year phased basis like the base year adjustment.

Councillor Patricia McCarthy: The next proposed amendment would on line 40 of page 
51 insert “or municipal district”.  We are seeking that each municipal district be allowed to 
choose its own titles such as “cathaoirleach” or “mayor”, and that there should be no distinction 
between local authorities.  A town with a population of 20,000 should not have a status above 
another town with a population of 15,000 or 10,000.  Heretofore in local government there have 
been different tiers of authority, responsibility and recognition, going from town commission-
ers to the large cities.  This reform seeks to equalise, except in the case of cities or towns with 
charters.  That would be a unique distinction and in every other area we are supposed to be 
equal.  There is a form of discrimination in the Bill, as it gives status to some towns above oth-
ers, which is unfair.  The title of “mayor” is a municipal title.  Whatever title a district decides 
to use, there should be equality that is unrelated to the size of a town.  There may be three large 
towns in the area.  That is the reason for the amendment.

On section 40 the proposed amendment is: “In page 53, line 20, after “matters” insert “, and 
the chairperson of such committee will be a member of the relevant Local Enterprise Office”.”  
We were amazed to find out that there is no public representative on the community develop-
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ment committees, so the local enterprise offices, LEOs, will not have public representatives.  
That is a serious oversight for a body that will be responsible for signing off on the various 
commitments of LEOs.  At the very least the chairperson of the strategic policy committee that 
deals with enterprise and development should be a member.  An amendment is required sooner 
rather than later.  We would like the committee’s support in that regard.

On the amendment to section 44, which states “In page 57, to delete lines 9 to 20”, we do 
not necessarily want to delete the entire section.  The Bill proposes to give a right to registered 
political parties for their whip to be on the corporate policy group, CPG, if he or she is not 
nominated by the political grouping to the CPG.  They will have an automatic 20% representa-
tion on the CPG.  That is immediately discriminatory in that if one has a group of independents 
which has come together to form a grouping on a local authority the members are automatically 
discriminated against because they are not a registered political party, although they might be 
part of the largest political grouping in the council.  Therefore, they will not have an automatic 
20% representation on the CPG if their whip is not a member of the CPG.

The idea of the CPG, as I understand it - that has not changed in the Bill since its inception - 
is that it is a mini-cabinet, the role of which is to guide and work with management to progress 
the plans for the council.  It was intended to be a small focus group that would meet on a regular 
basis.  The measure has the potential to be extremely unwieldy because we all know what can 
happen.  People can be nominated and then others could be added on.  We do not think the door 
should be opened, as it were, as broadly as is the case.  Therefore, we seek to have the provision 
amended in addition to the removal of the clear discrimination against independents and non-
aligned people.  Some councils have groups of non-aligned members and the provision confers 
an unfair advantage on registered parties.

The proposed amendment to section 53 is: “In page 73, after line 34, to insert “(e) A county 
council or a city and county council is required to ensure that income redistributed to a munici-
pal district will be on a fair and equitable basis, and reasonably proportional to the income di-
rectly generated within that municipal district.”  It is important to recognise that where moneys 
are raised in a district it may be the principal source of income for the entire county, but because 
there is a lot of business in the area there is also an onus on it to have certain standards and to 
deliver certain services that may not be demanded to the same extent in other areas.  There must 
be a recognition in the redistribution of local funds of the balance that is needed to develop a 
county and an area.

Deputy  Noel Coonan: Go raibh maith agat, a Chathaoirligh.  I extend a welcome to the 
witnesses and thank them for their thought provoking presentation.  Having served with many 
of them - particularly the director, Mr. Tom Ryan - I know that he is very good at provoking 
discussion and he is even better at responding to provocation.  There is a strong Tipperary pres-
ence and I am particularly interested in the proceedings from that point of view.  We are getting 
the full whack of the effect of local government reform as Tipperary is being amalgamated and 
six districts are being eliminated.  I welcome the comments of the president, Councillor Willie 
Callaghan, that there are some positives in the Bill but it does not go far enough.  He believes in 
the spirit of the reform.  He said that many financial powers were being removed from local au-
thorities.  Could he elaborate on that point?  I would have thought the Bill proposed to enhance 
local government by giving it a genuine base for funding which determines the level of services 
and, accordingly, the power of a local authority.

On the first amendment proposed to section 29 on page 36, could Councillor Moylan elabo-
rate a little more on the point?  We already have such a system.  Having served on a local au-
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thority that shared the lowest rate in the country, I remember there was always a battle between 
one of the local authorities in Donegal and Templemore in that regard.  We had it for many years 
in Tipperary.  It always created a problem locally in that there was antagonism among towns in 
Tipperary about rates.  Is there not a danger of creating difficulty by saying that the rate should 
not go below the county rate?  Could Councillor Moylan expand on the proposal to increase the 
municipal rate to 10%?

I do not wish to dwell too much on the point made by Councillor McCarthy on section 36 
and different tiers of government, starting with town commissions.  In Tipperary, one of the 
largest towns, namely, Roscrea, had no municipal authority of any description - neither a town 
commission, a town council or anything else.  That was the fault of the previous local govern-
ment regime in that some towns had a town council or town commission and many others did 
not have.  Some counties did not have any tiers of local government at all.  Could Ms McCarthy 
elaborate a little on the matter?

Deputy Stanley quoted extensively at the previous meeting from the submission by the As-
sociation of Municipal Authorities in Ireland, AMAI.  It is a good sign that he is reading and 
learning from it.  He referred to Northern Ireland.  In some instances he referred to the good 
things about Northern Ireland, but he condemned what the Bill contains about Northern Ireland.  
Some people speak out of both sides of their mouth.  He did not refer to the fact that a signifi-
cant local property tax has been imposed in the North of Ireland but Sinn féin is absolutely 
opposed to it in this country.  What are the views of witnesses on the local property tax?  Does 
it not allow local authorities to finance local government?  I thank the witnesses for attending 
and for their thought-provoking presentation.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: I welcome the members of the delegation - Mr. Ryan, Councillor 
McCarthy, Councillor Callaghan, Councillor Meehan and Councillor Moylan.  The presenta-
tion by the AMAI, as always, was well put together and thought out.

The point I made about the difference with the North is that the numbers in the North under 
the review of public administration, RPA, would give 1,185 councillors in that jurisdiction.  It 
is correct that there are rates in the North.  It is part of the British taxation system but one gets 
services for it.  Deputy Coonan forgot to mention that.  In terms of town councils and municipal 
districts-----

Deputy  Noel Coonan: Chairman-----

Chairman: Deputy Stanley has the floor.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: Could I please have your protection, Chairman, as I am discussing 
an issue with the delegation?

I have not resolved how to handle the situation in which there are a number of large towns 
in an area.  One could pick any county where there are three or four substantial towns with a 
population of approximately 6,000.  How do the witnesses envisage such towns being best rep-
resented?  Is it the view of the AMAI that the hinterlands should be included in town and district 
councils?  Could the witnesses elaborate a bit on the issue?

The points on the amendments are well made.  I will not go through all of them.  I agree with 
some and find others questionable.  The amendments focus on devolving maximum power from 
the county to the municipal district.  What powers and functions would the AMAI like to see 
devolved from central government to councils?  The powers of managers and their executive 
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functions is a point of frustration for councillors.  What executive powers would the delegates 
like to see transferred to councillors?  Under the legislation, we will have chief executive of-
ficers instead of managers.  On paper at least, it looks like there will be some shift of power.  
Obviously we welcome that because Sinn féin supports reform.  We see the need for real re-
form but we do not agree with the proposals in the Bill, particularly those that will result in the 
complete destruction of local democracy.  

Where there are a number of administrative districts, in some cases five or six in a county, 
there will only be two representatives on the regional authorities.  Not alone will smaller parties 
and Independents be squeezed out but whole districts could be squeezed out.  for example, in 
Tipperary there could be five or six districts but only two of them would be represented on the 
regional authority.  There will only be three regional authorities in total - one for the greater 
Dublin area and two others.  Regional government will be a long way away from the district.  I 
ask the delegates to comment on that.

Senator  Denis Landy: I welcome delegates from the Association of Municipal Authorities 
of Ireland, particularly the President, Mr. Callaghan and some of the executive members who 
are in attendance.  Most people in this room will know that the AMAI is my nominating body 
for the Seanad.  I am delighted to say that I was successful in winning a seat on behalf of the 
association and have worked very closely with it since becoming a Senator.

We have reached the point where the legislation has been published and my personal views 
on it are on the record of the Seanad.  I believe that town councils should be retained but the 
Minister and the Cabinet have made their decision on that.  We now have a Bill in front of us 
and that is what we are debating.  We must move forward with that Bill.  The AMAI has come 
here today with a very positive presentation on how it sees the reform of local government 
playing out.  

How does Mr. Callaghan see this legislation affecting local communities?  At the outset of 
this process, the Minister sought lists of powers that could be devolved from each individual 
Department but to the best of my knowledge, only one Department responded to his request re-
garding the devolution of powers to local government.  What powers do the delegates think we 
can still seek to have devolved to local government?  The issue of local government autonomy 
vis-à-vis rates and the local property tax at municipal district council level was raised.  I ask the 
delegates to expand further on that issue.  

I will not go through the individual amendments now because we are pressed for time but 
wish only to deal with them in a broad sense.  In amendment No. 2 it is requested that municipal 
district councils be permitted to vary the commercial rates but we already have a system in the 
country called the business improvement district scheme, which does something similar.  The 
Government should be open to considering this amendment because we already have practice 
and precedent in this regard.  The request from the association for powers to vary rates is a rea-
sonable one and the AMAI has asked that we amend section 29 of the Bill to do this.  The pro-
posals on rates rebates will have an enormous impact in rural Ireland.  In fact, I would go so far 
as to say that if that is introduced, the State will never see a lot of that money.  Effectively, the 
State is telling people who have vacant buildings that they will have to pay full rates on those 
buildings and will not get anything back.  Generally speaking, in small towns in rural Ireland, 
people who have closed up their businesses have no money so they will not be able to pay the 
rates anyway.  A more practical approach to this issue would be very welcome.  

The issue of calling municipal districts “councils” was referred to earlier and it stands to 
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reason that this should be the case.  There should be no full stop after “municipal districts” and 
the word “council” should be added at the end.  I strongly support that suggestion.  The case 
for mayors has been well made by Councillor McCarthy.  Many people refer to the situation in 
Europe and the fact that we must be seen to row in with our European neighbours.  Municipali-
ties and mayoralties go hand in hand and I support the delegates in that regard.  

My final point concerns the recognition of elected members on the local enterprise offices, 
LEOs, and the corporate policy groups, CPGs.  We must have autonomy and I support Deputy 
Stanley’s arguments in that regard.  Autonomy does not mean that powers are devolved to the 
officials of councils but to the elected representatives. That is what we want to see.  

Chairman: We have less than ten minutes and three more members wish to contribute so I 
ask the delegates to be as brief as possible with their answers.

Councillor Willie Callaghan: Deputy Coonan referred to the local property tax as a way 
of getting extra funding for local government but that is a myth.  It is very disingenuous to say 
that the property tax will give more money to councils and local authorities because it will not.  
If €10 million is taken in through the LPT in my county, the Government will take €10 million 
from the local government fund for the county.  The myth about the LPT needs to be put to bed.  
We will not get any extra money.

Senator Landy asked what effect this legislation will have on communities.  It will have a 
huge effect in terms of community grants and community involvement.  My council, like all 
others around the country, is hugely involved with various sporting and cultural groups, tidy 
towns committees and so forth.  We have an awards night coming up in three weeks time in my 
local town.  We will be giving out about €180,000 on the night.  I cannot tell the people of my 
area that they will have the same level of funding from next year onwards and neither can any 
of my colleagues.  The chances of having that money available are very slim.  

Deputy Stanley asked what other powers or functions we would like to see devolved to local 
government.  We see what is happening in other European countries, where local government 
is involved in education, health, social welfare, policing and so on.  We believe that we should 
have an input in those areas because we are on the ground in a real sense.  A lot of problems in 
those areas are being brought to councillors’ clinics anyway so we should have an involvement 
in them.

Councillor Patricia McCarthy: Deputy Coonan asked about the existing towns which 
have no political representation.  Until recently, there was a process in place whereby towns 
could seek to have political representation.  We did that in my own home town of Shannon and 
we got first-tier representation, with town commissioner status.  The option was there to move 
on up to urban status.  However, the whole process changed and we never moved up from town 
commissioner status.

Deputy  Noel Coonan: That was based on population levels, with the requirement for a 
population of over 10,000 for town commission status.

Councillor Patricia McCarthy: No, a population of 10,000 or more was not required to 
get town commissioner status.

Deputy  Noel Coonan: Roscrea tried, with a population of over 5,000 but was refused town 
commissioner status because the requirement at the time was a population of over 7,500.
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Mr. Tom Ryan: Just to clarify, it was the 2001 legislation that required a population of over 
7,500.  Roscrea has not tried since 2001.  There has been no formal application from Roscrea 
since then.

Councillor Patricia McCarthy: Yes, but prior to 2001 there was no population require-
ment.  The restriction did not apply before then and once the people decided they wanted it, a 
plebiscite was held and a decision was made, which is what happened in Shannon.  It was the 
best thing that ever happened to Shannon, to become part of the system.  Up to that point, we 
had tried town councils, political alliances and so forth but they had all fallen by the wayside.  It 
is to the credit of the political system that Shannon has survived as a local authority town since 
1982 or 1983.

It is good that the municipal districts will give status and recognition to towns within their 
district.  That is a good thing, as is the fact that there will be equal representation.  I cannot deny 
that this move is a good one and I certainly welcome it.  Deputy Stanley asked if we welcomed 
the coming in of the hinterland to the towns and we do.  We believe that a strong town can help 
a hinterland to develop.  We would see that in the case of Limerick city, where the city should 
be the centre of the region and if the city is strong, the rising tide will lift all boats.  A vibrant 
town can help its hinterland.

The Association of Municipal Authorities of Ireland made a strong submission several years 
ago seeking more devolved powers for municipal authorities in the areas of health, education 
and policing.  We did have joint policing committees, with public discussions between com-
munities and the Garda, which proved beneficial.  They also allow us to have an input into 
yearly policing plans.  There has also been the involvement of community forums.  We need to 
strengthen these initiatives and increase participation.

There is no reason a block grant from the national lottery cannot be decided by a municipal 
authority.  There is no need to centralise such decisions.  

On the question of regional authority representation, we agree two is a small number, but 
that is the hand with which we have been dealt.  A group can get together to sign a petition that 
it wants to nominate a person.  I am not sure if that works in the case of two, but it works in 
the case of three positions.  Perhaps the legislation will have to be tweaked to ensure proper 
representation.  We are all politicians in this room.  The one thing we do after elections is get 
together, haggle and reach an agreement.  That is how I see positions being divided out, but that 
safeguard is provided in the existing legislation for the minority groupings.  I have seen nothing 
in the Bill that removes it.

Mr. Tommy Moylan: On section 29, on varying the rates, this should be a power at munici-
pal level.  If a specific project was in place, the municipal authority members should be allowed 
to come to an agreement on a small variation of the rate which could return to the county rate if 
it was not used properly.  This was provided for in Putting People first, but it was not included 
in the legislation.  for example, Nenagh town businesses were given an option of having a 3% 
reduction in rates or a parking incentive in the town centre, with free parking at weekends.  The 
parking incentive was chosen with the agreement of local traders as we pointed out they would 
get more value out of it than a reduction in their rates.  The other two town councils in north 
Tipperary saw a reduction in rates.  Our incentive provided a boost for local traders in Nenagh 
at the weekend.  That is local democracy and power working at local level.  Next year we will 
not have that option.  All municipal areas, whether it be Nenagh, Templemore or Thurles, will 
not have that choice next year as the matter will be decided at county level.



JOINT COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT, CULTURE AND THE GAELTACHT

19

The Bill provides for local property taxes to be brought back to county level.  This will have 
an awful effect on the local government fund which will be reduced drastically.  The kernel 
of the issue is that this tax is to be collected centrally at county level and redistributed back to 
district level by way of a general municipal allocation.  As Mr. Callaghan stated in his opening 
statement, without the guidelines and regulations being published, we do not know how this 
will be redistributed back to municipal authorities.  This will affect our credibility as public 
representatives.  If someone in Nenagh asks me what he or she gets for his or her €500 in local 
property tax, he or she will not want to hear me tell him or her that the money paid for a footpath 
in Clonmel, with all due respect to my colleagues in south Tipperary.  He or she will want to 
hear how much was spent in his or her local district.  The priority must be the direct correlation 
between municipal allocations and what was raised by the local property tax.  That is the prior-
ity in having full financial autonomy.

Chairman: I thank the members of the AMAI for their worthwhile and constructive con-
tributions.

   Sitting suspended at 11.15 a.m. and resumed at 11.20 a.m.

County and City Managers Association

Chairman: I welcome Mr. Daniel McLoughlin, chairman, County and City Managers As-
sociation, and south Dublin county manager; Ms Jackie Maguire, Meath county manager; Mr. 
Conn Murray, Limerick city and county manager; and Mr. David O’Connor, fingal county 
manager.

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: I thank the Chairman for giving us the opportunity to address the 
joint committee.

Reform of the local government sector has been ongoing for some time.  With the local gov-
ernment efficiency review group’s report, there is a three-dimensional reform programme, the 
most substantial ever undertaken in the history of local government.  The reform programme 
is three dimensional in nature, dealing as it does with implementation of recommendations 
contained in the local government efficiency review group’s report, the transition to Irish Water 
and the implementation of Putting People first.  Associated with this restructuring there is a 
substantive local government workforce planning piece being developed.

The County and City Managers Association, CCMA, in conjunction with the Department of 
the Environment, Community and Local Government, established a project management office 
headed up by Mr. David O’Connor.  Our most recent and second report to the Minister high-
lighted gross savings of €839 million in the sector between 2008 and 2012.  The sector achieved 
efficiency savings of €259 million between 2008 and 2012, as compared with the original local 
government efficiency review target of €220 million.  Savings of €109 million were made in 
procurement, with a national procurement office, headed by Kerry County Council, established.  
Staffing levels have been reduced by almost 25% since 2008, a reduction representing in ex-
cess of 9,000 staff.  That is very significant.  We are significantly challenged by the Irish Water 
transition process.  We have established a transition office from our own resources, staffed by 
local authorities as part of the project manager’s office.  We are in the process of agreeing a 12-
year service level agreement, SLA, with Irish Water, keeping local government at the forefront 
of services delivery.  The water metering programme is ongoing and we are assisting in that.  
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We are engaging with Irish Water on a county-by-county basis in the finalisation of the SLA 
and preparation of annual action plans and awaiting legislation to underpin all that.  That is a 
significant piece of work.

The centrepiece of reform is the Putting People first reform document, which is under-
pinned by the recent publication of the Local Government Bill 2013.  CCMA warmly welcomes 
the broad provisions in the Bill in so far as they underpin Putting People first.  We welcome 
the establishment of local community development committees and the preparation of five-year 
plans.  That is a very important enabler of local government, working with communities into 
the future and ensuring the spend in that community area is best targeted, properly integrated 
and avoids duplication.

We welcome the proposed establishment of a strategic policy committee, SPC, specifically 
devoted to economic development.  That, together with the establishment of local enterprise of-
fices, places local government at the centre of local economic development, where it has always 
been.  The upsizing of the corporate policy group, CPG, is a good initiative.  The establishment 
of the national oversight and audit commission, NOAC, will add further to the governance 
and credibility of the work of local government.  The rebranding of the position of county or 
city manager as “chief executive” brings a more contemporary focus.  We have expressed our 
reservations about the provision in legislation which allows local elected members to veto that 
appointment by their inaction.  That is a vulnerable position for local councillors to be in.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: I thank CCMA for its presentation.  I acknowledge the effort and 
commitment of CCMA and its members throughout the country in the savings they have made, 
especially in the non-pay area where it was challenging, to say the least.  This word “challeng-
ing” is overused lately.  It is a new word for another description which I will not repeat here.

Regarding the transition in the county and city managers’ historical role in water services to 
the new role that is expected and the configuration of Irish Water, I am worried that there could 
be a loss to the economy by virtue of the potential for sale.  The witnesses mentioned they are 
part of a body that is involved in the transition process.  I am sure that deals with employment 
issues as well as everything else.  I have asked the Minister and Irish Water to place on the 
table an audit of the existing network throughout the country to put a roadmap in place as to 
the reinstatement and rectification works required to make that fit for purpose.  Then one could 
be confident of the public paying for that service.  That has not been forthcoming yet.  Are the 
witnesses involved in that process?  Can we expect at the end of such a process that this infor-
mation will be in the public domain well in advance of any billing to the public for a service 
that, as we have seen in recent weeks and months, is not necessarily fit for purpose as it stands?

There will be political accusations about what was done in the past.  Over the last number 
of years there has been huge investment in the infrastructure and networks.  That was evident in 
my county and many others and I can go through it if people want to challenge me.  However, 
that has come to a standstill with the emphasis on the creation of Irish Water and its corporate 
identity, with no apparent emphasis on the service that the public expects and would appreciate 
considering it is being asked to pay for that facility.  Can the witnesses throw any light on an 
issue about which I have failed to get any response, an overhaul and programme of works in the 
offing?  If the witnesses did nothing else this morning but enlighten me about that I would be 
more than happy with their performance.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: I welcome the CCMA delegation.  I have questions and concerns 
about Irish Water.  for now, the local authorities will have the service level agreements, SLAs.  
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Have they a concern?  As a former town and county councillor, I have a concern about this ser-
vice.  While the talk is about providing an integrated network, that would require cross-county 
connections in places such as Dublin.  Some would argue they will not be required, but they 
will.  In the rest of the State that is a debatable point.  Are the witnesses concerned that the 
SLAs may move away from them?  Once the meters are installed outside every house they will 
be under a company called Bord Gáis.  Much of that is in the current Government’s NewERA 
document.  That poses a significant concern for people.  The councillors and county and city 
managers will be like subcontractors.

We are led to believe, in the Bill and elsewhere, that the property tax will go to councils.  In 
a previous discussion here this morning it was mentioned that there is no new money.  If coun-
cils raise money through property tax they will receive that much less from central Government 
in local government funding.  Have the managers concerns about the fact that we have started 
badly this year and next year because the councils will not receive it?  Some €240 million has 
been put into a different bag straight away.

I have a question on the reserve and executive functions.  I do not raise this in a combative 
way.  I know there is always a healthy tension in councils.  In the council on which I served 
we had a good relationship with the county manager, Mr. Peter Carey.  He was inclined to give 
councillors as much rope as he could and we gave him a good bit of rope also, not to hang each 
other but to give as much slack as possible to perform our powers, functions and duties.  What 
functions would CCMA like to see transferred from the executive to the reserve domain of the 
councillors, if any?

Deputy  Paudie Coffey: I welcome the delegation.  They have a very important contribu-
tion to make in local government reform and they are making it.  I acknowledge the input of 
staff in local authorities around the country under the county managers’ leadership and how 
they have adapted to the challenges.  I know the pressures on the ground regarding reduced 
budgets and the implementation of new reforms.  It has been a difficult period for local authori-
ties and the huge effort that has gone in around the country has not gone unnoticed.  I hope the 
CCMA delegates will pass that on to their members.

I have a slightly different view on Irish Water than my colleagues.  Previously, local authori-
ties depended on funding from central government for various water projects but there are new 
investment opportunities now for the Irish water system.  The county managers will still have 
a very important role in delivering water services and maintenance through their SLAs.  Could 
they explain further how that works and how they see it working in the future?  Councils are 
working with their hands tied behind their backs regarding budgets for managing water services 
and assets.  They wait for a grant assistance which is sometimes very late and are often manag-
ing by firefighting.  I see an opportunity for Irish Water to raise investment and still work with 
the local authorities and manage the water asset in a more integrated and systematic way.  That 
is possibly a good thing and I would like the witnesses to comment on how this is progressing.

I note with interest the comment regarding the appointment of the new CEOs and the veto 
element.  The witnesses might elaborate a little about their concern in this regard.  I presume 
it is connected to the fact an independent commission will appoint the CEO but it then needs 
further approval by the elected council.  They might let us know if this need for double approval 
is their main concern and whether we should work to amend this in the legislation.

Some resistance has occurred in debate over the refund rate on vacant properties, an issue 
we discussed with the Local Authority Managers Association.  This rate applies in Dublin, Cork 
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and Limerick.  Where a vacant property exists, there is a 50% collectable refund, and my un-
derstanding is that some local authorities want that but some resist it.  I would like to hear the 
views of the CCMA.  Perhaps it would be a solution to devolve that power to local authorities 
and let them decide themselves whether they want to collect it or whether it is suitable in their 
area rather than imposing it on local authorities right across the country as is currently proposed 
in the Bill.  I would like to hear the witnesses’ views on whether a devolved function for each 
local authority might be a solution.

Deputy  Tony McLoughlin: I welcome the county managers, particularly, Mr. Jackie Ma-
guire, with whom I have worked for a number of years, and Mr. Daniel McLoughlin, who 
started out in Sligo, as well as all of their colleagues.

Irish Water is one of the main topics at the present.  There are concerns within local authori-
ties in regard to staffing, in particular, who will be employed by Irish Water and who by the 
local authorities.  The witnesses might comment.  I know of people in both of the counties I 
represent who have worked in the water divisions of local authorities for many years.  They are 
concerned as to where their future lies after 2015, and whether it will be with Irish Water or the 
local authorities or whether there will be a job for them at all.  That is the first point.

Second, Mr. McLoughlin mentioned the new CEO positions.  Personally, I welcome this 
change because it will be more businesslike having CEOs as opposed to county managers.  It 
will be more or less a board of directors and a CEO.  What is the current position?  Is it a seven 
year contract for the first phase as county manager and then a rolling contract for the second 
phase?

Another major issue for the public representatives and officials in all counties is that of 
rates.  I see this in counties Sligo and Leitrim, where there are huge concerns and there is con-
flict between the county councils and the Valuation Office in regard to rates.  It is a major issue 
that will have to be resolved in some way.  In their capacity as county managers, is there any-
thing that can be done to try to resolve this under the new Bill?  It is a major concern for every 
business, every employer and every property owner at present.  It is an issue that will not go 
away.  The Minister maintains that the Valuation Office is untouchable but perhaps the county 
managers will have a role to play in the future.

Vice Chairman: I join in the welcome for the county managers.  To play devil’s advocate, 
which is a role I never like filling, there is a perception that this reform at local government 
level is mainly at the expense of the elected representative - in other words, the councillor - and 
of the front-line services - in other words, the people who are delivering services for the county 
councils such as road workers and front-line staff - while management has escaped.  It is a bit 
of an Irish solution to an Irish problem and, in my own case, a Tipperary solution to a Tipperary 
problem.  This is because, despite the amalgamation of the two county councils in north and 
south Tipperary, there will be no real difference because half of the services will be delivered 
from Clonmel and half from Nenagh, and the management stays the same, although the council-
lors and the outdoor staff will be reduced in numbers.  The witnesses might like to dispel that 
perception or give their reaction to it.  Where savings are to be made is an important issue, but 
this should not be solely at the expense of the elected representatives and the front-line staff.

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: I will deal with that question first and will ask my colleagues 
to come in on some of the other points.  I am aware of the argument in regard to democratic 
representation.  The group that was before the committee prior to us was in a better position 
to answer that.  In regard to management escaping, I would point out that, as part of the local 
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government efficiency review report, a commitment was made to reduce senior positions and 
a workforce planning report was prepared by the CCMA for the sector some 18 months ago.  
Directors of services, who are the second tier, have been reduced from 240 to 190 as part of 
that process, which is a very significant reduction.  There has also been a reduction of 15% in 
grades immediately below that, such as senior engineers and senior executive officers.  County 
managers are being reduced in regard to the amalgamations and, at a later point, Mr. Conn Mur-
ray might like to comment on amalgamations generally.

I will move on to the question of the appointment of managers and the related provision in 
the new Bill.  The CCMA’s concern is as follows.  As it stands, the process is that the Public 
Appointments Service recruits for senior positions throughout the public service across the 
Garda, the health service, local authorities, county managers and so on, and has been doing so 
for decades.  The integrity of that process is understood and accepted by everyone.  However, 
the provision in the Bill allows a council through its inaction - it does not have to do anything 
- to undermine that process, effectively, in that if it does not make a determination within three 
months, the person does not get appointed.  The Bill makes no provision as to why that might 
be.  We feel this puts the local elected members in a very vulnerable position, although that is 
simply our view on the matter.

I will let Mr. Connor talk about Irish Water and will then go back to Mr. Maguire in regard 
to property tax and related issues and to Mr. Murray in regard to members and additional func-
tions, if that is okay with the Chairman.

Mr. David O’Connor: I will address the Irish Water issue.  The first thing the county and 
city managers did at the very beginning, when the Irish Water initiative was published, was to 
establish an office to represent us all collectively.  The creation of this new national utility is a 
huge undertaking of itself, so the collation of information, and the representation of all of the 
councils together in one place, was a vital piece.  I am currently looking after all of that work 
and the constant negotiations.

Both Deputy Cowen and Deputy Stanley mentioned the service-level agreement.  Basically, 
what will happen is that for a 12-year period the service-level agreement will be put in place 
whereby the local authorities will provide a huge proportion of the services they currently pro-
vide.  In regard to Deputy McLoughlin’s point, there is no danger of people within the existing 
system being moved out of it for the 12-year period because that was negotiated at high level 
with Government.  That remains a fundamental part of the draft service-level agreement that is 
on its way through.  There are many other associated issues concerning, for example, the fund-
ing of how we will run our water services during the period when we are, effectively, the agents 
of Irish Water.  That is currently undergoing detailed negotiation and is extremely complicated, 
to say the least.

With regard to Deputy Cowen’s questions, I would love to be in a position to help him.  At 
present, there are at least four meetings going on around the country on a daily basis, every day, 
gathering the kind of information the Deputy is seeking in order to make a determination as to 
what are the overall priorities.  The Deputy is correct there has been some very significant in-
vestment in water infrastructure but the demands for it are extraordinarily high.  The Deputy has 
heard the kind of figures that are being talked about for Dublin and the cost of perhaps bringing 
water from the Shannon and all of those kinds of large projects.  Those are inescapable facts and 
many of them are associated with environmental performance and oversight from Europe as to 
the way we perform in this regard.
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Another element we must bear in mind is that Irish Water, even for its own purpose, may 
not have the ultimate say on priorities.  That is due to the structure of the current system, which 
dictates that the energy regulator will become the regulator for water and will determine the 
price of water.

As members will know, the purpose of Irish Water is to establish an entity that has the capac-
ity to raise money to feed a much-needed investment in water services.  All of our water bills 
will be determined by the energy regulator.  One imagines that the regulator will examine value 
for money and will determine the level of investment and prioritisation of investment around 
the country.  Not even Irish Water can do that for its own purpose, although it might produce 
its priorities.

I imagine that environmental compliance is a high priority because we are in danger of be-
ing fined if we do not comply.  Apart from that, discretion will move to the regulator.  We are 
anxious that the regulator will have an awareness of local issues, regional issues and economic 
development.  We have worked to ensure that happens.  Those are the important issues that 
keep the show on the road.  Local authorities have kept the show on the road for a long time 
by always being able to respond where individual initiatives arise - for example, bringing an 
industry to an area or developing an area in order to ensure an appropriate level of services.  
That connectivity of decisions needs to be sustained into the future, but that is a highly complex 
area.  Unfortunately, I am not in a position to enlighten the committee much further.  All I can 
say is that as it becomes apparent, we will all get to know the priorities.

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: I thank Mr. O’Connor.  I shall also mention the regulator.  Mem-
bers may be aware of but may not have seen the position paper and consultation paper on Irish 
Water that has been published on the energy regulator’s website, which makes for interesting 
reading.  It is a fact sheet on the regulator’s view of the current situation and is worth reading.

I ask Mr. Conn Murray to answer the question on executive functions, reserved functions 
and whether some additional functions might be devolved to local government.

Mr. Conn Murray: The policy document Putting People first drives the direction that we 
are all going in.  The document contains a couple of important statements.  It clearly states:

Local Government will lead economic, social and community development locally.  It 
will be the main vehicle of governance and public service at local level [...] Separate struc-
tures of public service will not therefore be established...

That is an important statement to begin with because now we can commence talking about 
what functions are relevant at local level and, therefore, what functions should fall under the 
remit of the council.  As we will take a far stronger role in both economic and, primarily, 
community development, these functions, in my view, should be clearly within the remit of 
elected members.  Let me give the small clear example of the transfer of rural transport to the 
local authority system and how that affects operations in terms of routes and so on.

Another aspect is the linking of local government reform with the education system.  At 
present, we perform a function for the Department of Education and Skills by identifying sites 
for schools.  Proper local planning and thinking ahead should be a council function and not a 
matter for the Department.  

Members are probably well aware of another aspect.  The national positive aging strategy 
recommended that councils for older people be established in each authority.  At present 16 
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forums for older people have been established under the Age friendly Town and Age friendly 
County programmes, which directly link the community to elected members.  In my view that 
is a strong area because it embraces education from youth to older people.  We are starting to 
talk about welfare in that context and it should be considered at local level.

I was asked to comment on two more issues, the first of which was the refund of rates.  My 
authority is one of the authorities that have split.  Limerick City Council had one view and 
Limerick County Council had another view.  There will be a very significant loss of revenue if 
the 50% refund is implemented.  It is incumbent on the individuals on the ground to ensure that 
businesses are occupied.  I am not saying that such an objective is easy, but it is part and parcel 
of the property tax.  The initiative has worked well in the cities in which I have worked.  

I would consider the idea of devolution, but members should make the decision on how to 
implement this.  Once they have seen the impact on individuals and how it affects a council’s fi-
nances and capacity to provide resources then perhaps a more realistic decision can be reached.  

Earlier mergers were mentioned.  Limerick is one place in which the authorities are in the 
process of merging.  We have brought the two Limerick authorities together and also brought 
the regeneration agency under our remit.  There has been a 25% reduction in the number of 
senior regeneration staff, and there will be a 50% reduction at senior level in terms of director-
ates within the next couple of years as a direct consequence of the merger.  We are still working 
through the merger, so there has not been a similar effect on the operational side.  To be honest, 
our focus is on providing better services, discovering the cost involved and finding the neces-
sary resources, not whether there are more or fewer people.

Vice Chairman: Thank you.  Senator Keane was here earlier but had to leave for a short 
while to attend a vote.  I ask Members to be brief and only ask questions, because the committee 
is on a very strict time schedule.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I thank the Vice Chairman.  I am sorry for leaving during the presen-
tation.  I welcome the managers.  Obviously they provide a very important service.  I live in the 
south Dublin area so I welcome Mr. Daniel McLoughlin, the county manager at South Dublin 
County Council.

I wish to talk about the devolution of functions but I will not dwell on the matter.  One 
major development has been the bringing of county enterprise boards and economic develop-
ment funding into the local authority area.  When I was a councillor on South Dublin County 
Council I was very active in the economic development forum, and I still am.  Now, having an 
all-encompassing authority will ensure that the local enterprise boards or LEOs will be of great 
benefit to each county.

Vice Chairman: Does the Senator have a question for the delegation?

Senator  Cáit Keane: Safety legislation has upped the cost of providing services, particu-
larly on roads.  I know there has been a dramatic increase in the cost of cutting the grass on the 
central median of the N81.  What do the managers think of safety legislation?

Vice Chairman: Does the Senator wish to know the cost?

Senator  Cáit Keane: No, I do not wish to know the cost, but I wonder whether bureaucracy 
has gone mad.  Some local authorities have implemented the safety legislation in a different 
manner.  Can something be done to reduce costs?
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Today, all of the talk has been about a certain matter.  Therefore, I cannot let the opportunity 
pass without saying that vacant houses in local authorities should be used.  Can something be 
done about the matter straight away?

We have Comhairle na nÓg, or youth councils, but it would be great to have something 
similar for senior citizens, a Comhairle na nAostach.  I would be grateful to the delegation if 
they could promote the idea.  Without devolution of power, the idea of a mayor for Dublin will 
go out to the people.  If we do not have devolution of power it is another office.

Deputy  James Bannon: I congratulate Mr. Daniel McLoughlin on his promotion to the 
post of county manager of South Dublin County Council.  We were happy to have him in West-
meath for a good number of years and his departure has left a vacuum.  He proactively devel-
oped the county and adopted a hands-on approach to everything that happened in the midlands 
and County Westmeath.  I take this opportunity to acknowledge his contribution this morning.

I wish to comment on local government reform and the Putting People first document.  Is 
it the general view of the managers that councils are perfectly positioned, as stated in the docu-
ment, to boost economic recovery within communities?  Does the delegation view the embed-
ding of county enterprise boards as a plus for county development?

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: I shall return to the question on property tax later.

Health and safety legislation has led to a significant cost burden.  Unfortunately, four people 
have lost their lives so far this year in the local government sector.  The matter is extremely 
important, so the cost of health and safety must be factored into everything that we do.  We must 
also respect the law of the land and protect our employees on a daily basis. 

I understand the Minister of State at the Department of the Environment, Community and 
Local Government, Deputy O’Sullivan, has made an announcement about a budget provision 
for vacant houses.    

As I said at the outset, we see the LEOs, along with the special strategic policy committee 
on economic development, as putting economic development, job creation and enterprise sup-
port right at the centre of local government.  With regard to a mayor for Dublin, the Senator is 
aware that the colloquium is under way.  That consultation process will finish at the end of the 
year.

I ask the Meath county manager to comment on the question of property tax and the issue 
of there being no more money.

Ms Jackie Maguire: The introduction of a property tax is broadly welcomed as it will put 
local government on a much more sound footing in terms of funding.  There have been many 
reports in recent decades on the funding of local government, how it has evolved and the issues 
it poses.  Currently we are funded through the local government fund.  It is the intention that 
the property tax will replace that fund.  In fact, there are no additional moneys.  The property 
tax is a replacement of the current fund, which is composed of motor tax receipts and a sum of 
money from the Exchequer.  The amount from the Exchequer was replaced in previous years 
by funding taken from the household charge.  The intention is to replace the Exchequer funding 
with the local property tax.  It is the intention in the reform document to have an element of 
that decided upon at local level.  That will be introduced in the future.  We welcome it, as it will 
provide more accountability and there will be more connection in the public mind between local 
funding and the services that are provided locally.  That is something that was missed in recent 
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decades.  When funding comes from a central source there is a detachment among the local 
community.  It is helpful for people to be able to say that the money is collected locally, we are 
paying it locally and it is providing our services locally.  At the moment it is true that there will 
be no additional funding.  When we arrive at a stage at which the amount collected locally from 
the property tax will be kept locally, there will always have to be a level of equalisation within 
that model, particularly for the rural counties.  How that is established remains to be seen.

Vice Chairman: I thank Ms Jackie Maguire.  Two issues were raised by members - the 
seven-year contract and the valuations.

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: The position with regard to the seven-year contract has not 
changed under the Bill.  As far as we are aware, there are no plans to change it.

Ms Jackie Maguire: On the valuations issue, we interact constantly with the Valuation 
Office.  I suppose there is an antiquated method for valuations.  A revaluation is taking place, 
predominantly within the Dublin region, and that will be spread out to all local authorities.  
There is a time element.  The Valuation Office has examined other methods of performing 
that revaluation in other local authorities through self-declaration, and that is working its way 
through.  Local authorities are conscious that the rate is a burden on businesses, but it is also a 
vital source of funding for local government and if they do not have it the services cannot be 
provided locally.  Local authorities will take a pragmatic view, allowing businesses to enter into 
payment plans in respect of the rates.  There is a balance between keeping the businesses open 
and allowing them a level of discretion while still collecting the local tax.

Vice Chairman: I call Deputy Corcoran Kennedy, who will have to be brief as only two 
minutes remain.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: I thank the Vice Chairman.  I apologise for missing 
the presentation as I had another engagement.  If the issue I am about to raise has been discussed 
already I will get the information at a later date.  In respect of the procurement office in Kerry, 
has each local authority throughout the country appointed a procurement officer to liaise?  The 
other question is in respect of Irish Water.  Is the association satisfied with the way in which it 
is progressing and the relationship between-----

Vice Chairman: That latter question has already been asked and dealt with.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: I thank the Vice Chairman.  I will look it up.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I wish to put one question, given that we have all the managers to-
gether.

Vice Chairman: The Senator has only one minute.

Senator  Cáit Keane: Local authority houses are exempt from property tax.  Obviously the 
witnesses are the landlords of their local authorities.  Do they pass the charge on to the tenants 
or pay it out of their own coffers?  It is important that each county do this in the same way.  
What is the view of the witnesses?  How is it being done?

Vice Chairman: I thank the Senator.

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: I will give two quick responses.  In reply to the question on 
procurement, every local authority is provided with a procurement officer.  In respect of the ap-
plication of property tax to local authority houses - in the case of South Dublin County Council, 
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the amount comes to €800,000 - as the Senator is aware, the method of application has yet to be 
determined.  At this point in time the council is not anxious to pass it on.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: Is that an all-Ireland approach or is it is a matter for individual local 
authorities?

Mr. Daniel McLoughlin: It is a matter for the individual local authority.

Vice Chairman: I thank the representatives of the City and County Managers Association 
for appearing before the committee and for their presentation and assistance.

  Sitting suspended at 11.55 a.m. and resumed at noon.

Local Authority Members Association

Vice Chairman: I welcome the Local Authority Members Association, LAMA, to this 
meeting and invite it to make its presentation.  following the presentation, we will have ques-
tions from members.  I am particularly happy to welcome my colleague from North Tipperary, 
Councillor Kennedy, and Roscrea man, Councillor Noel Burke, who might deny he is a Tip-
perary man.  I understand Councillor McElvaney is making the presentation and invite him to 
commence.

Councillor Hughie McElvaney: I thank the committee for the invitation to attend.  I am 
delighted to lead a strong delegation here from LAMA.  We were here before on taxi and other 
business, but this morning’s meeting is not as daunting.  first, I know the Vice Chairman and we 
also know a number of members of the committee, in particular Senator Cáit Keane who was 
our vice chairman prior to her elevation to Seanad Éireann.  When she reached this lofty arena, 
she did not forget where she came from and she is very good to the LAMA executive.

Vice Chairman: I must remind Councillor McElvaney that we are operating under a tight 
schedule and I do not want him to get carried away.

Senator  Cáit Keane: Let him continue.

Councillor Hughie McElvaney: I just want to say hello to Deputy James Bannon and 
Senator Denis Landy.  I am also delighted to have the backup of the Association of Municipal 
Authorities of Ireland here.

We made a submission, as requested and while the general council is more or less a policy 
organisation for local councillors, we would be seen as a union for councillors.  We are con-
cerned with good facilities and conditions for our members.  While we are getting used to the 
new regime introduced by the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Govern-
ment, Deputy Hogan, regarding the change in electoral areas etc., we are more into the business 
of ensuring councillors have good working conditions etc.  Members have had the opportunity 
to read our submission and they may have questions for us.  We are prepared to accept their 
questions now.

Vice Chairman: Would any other members of the delegation like to address the committee 
before we take the questions of members?

Councillor Noel Bourke: I join Councillor McElvaney in saying we are glad to attend this 
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meeting.  What we are trying to do is put conditions in place under the new local government 
structures whereby councillors can carry out their work as local, elected representatives in an 
efficient and effective way, without duplication and with as little red tape and bureaucracy as 
possible.  This is a new situation for councillors.  We will now have fewer councillors, with the 
number reducing from over 1,600 to 949.  Councillors will now have a greater workload and 
with larger electoral areas there will be fewer councillors in all counties except in Dublin and 
the eastern seaboard, which will have increased numbers on county and city councils, although 
the towns outside of Dublin on the eastern seaboard will lose their town councils.  In the mid-
lands and most of the counties on the western seaboard, there will be fewer councillors, taking 
into account the reduction in the abolition of the town councils.

This presents a big challenge to the councillors who will be elected in the elections next 
May.  What we are trying to do is to put a package of regulations in place that will enable coun-
cillors to carry out their work in an efficient and effective way.

Councillor Tom Crosby: I support but will not reiterate what has been said.  One issue that 
affects councillors across the board is the 50 years of age eligibility requirement for councillors 
retiring or leaving politics due to a council being abolished.  This is an issue high on the agenda 
and I would like to see it being addressed in the local government Bill if possible.  Many coun-
cillors in their 20s, 30s or 40s will leave the system, but they will not be eligible for the gratuity.  
We have outlined 11 points in our submission, but this is one that arises for every councillor 
throughout the country.

Councillor John Kennedy: I support the submission fully because it is well presented and 
points out the major shortfalls in the Bill.  In my area, Roscommon, we will lose eight county 
councillors.  However, the two adjoining counties, Leitrim and Longford, which combined have 
the same population as Roscommon have double the representation.  The provisions are unfair 
for counties like County Roscommon.

With regard to social welfare entitlements for councillors, most committee members would 
be aware that PRSI contributions are deducted from our representational payments, yet we are 
in class K of the social welfare code.  As a result, we have no benefits, including no pension 
benefits.  In category K we are with an elite group category, the senior Judiciary.  The public 
believes we are entitled to social welfare benefits under category A and that is something this 
committee should drive for us.  Many councillors do not have any benefits when they retire and 
this is an issue that continually arises among our members.  Our group is working on this and 
we look forward to receiving the support of the committee on it.

Senator  Denis Landy: I thank Councillor McElvaney and his colleagues for coming in to 
make their case.  LAMA is an organisation that carries out the specific role of representing the 
rights and welfare of councillors and has done this successfully over many years.  The issues 
that have been raised here are pertinent and while not dealt with specifically in the legislation, 
they are important.

As someone from rural Ireland, I know electoral areas are going to be bigger and that fewer 
councillors will represent people.  There will be a greater requirement of councillors to cover a 
greater geographic area and it will cost more for them to carry out their functions.  for example, 
in the Tipperary-Cashel area - an area familiar to Senator Ó Murchú - there are currently 27 sit-
ting councillors.  This number will be reduced to six.  Therefore we can see the consequences 
the change will have in that area.
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The issue of the gratuity needs to be addressed.  In normal employment, if somebody volun-
tarily leaves employment where there is a gratuity or redundancy package, there is no age limit 
for receiving that.  However, in the case of councillors, for some unknown reason, the 2001 
Act inserted a qualifying age of 50 years for receipt of gratuity.  I served on my local authority 
with a colleague who was in school with me and who finished on the council in 2009 and had to 
wait a number of years to get his gratuity.  That is unfair.  It is something that can be addressed, 
perhaps not in this legislation but it is something we should deal with as soon as possible now 
that we are looking at local government reform.

The other issue which was raised by Councillor Crosby was that of social welfare.  Council-
lors are the Cinderella of the social welfare system.  In effect, they pay in but receive nothing 
in return.  The Bill provides an opportunity to allow councillors who are full-time public repre-
sentatives to have, to use the old term, a “full stamp” to give them the entitlements every other 
employee has in another employment.  We should request the Minister to provide for this as 
soon as possible.  It would be a good provision.  It would be only right and proper to do this.  I 
do not see why councillors should be treated any differently from any other employee.

I will pursue these issues on behalf of LAMA and thank its representatives for coming.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I welcome all of my old friends from LAMA.  I do not know whether 
one would call it elevation because local government is the primary sector of local democracy, 
but I am looking for a greater devolution of functions from central to local government.  What 
is local is still the most important, regardless of where one sits.

This is the first body of representatives we have had here today who have come with no sec-
retarial support.  They must do it all themselves.  The other two bodies had such support.  Those 
who provided such support did not contribute, but they were present.  The two bodies each have 
an office and backup support, whereas the Local Authority Members Association does not have 
any of this.  Stating councillors should bear the brunt of all the cuts is demeaning.  To function 
well, councillors need backup services, including social services.  One cannot expect one vol-
untary body to do this on its own.  It is an issue about which I have spoken previously and about 
which I will speak more; it is one I will not let go.

It should be recognised, particularly having regard to European legislation, that LAMA 
when engaged in collective bargaining on behalf of its members plays an important role which 
we should recognise.  Whereas policy is important, those who implement it need training and 
support.  That is why it is important to have LAMA recognised as a training body for council-
lors.  If one does not receive training in good planning, one will not be a good councillor and 
who better to provide such training?

A positive aspect on which LAMA lobbied is the second legal opinion.  This has been recog-
nised in local government thanks to organisations such as LAMA.

There will be fewer women involved in local government it if is the case that - I will not 
describe them as “salaries” as they are representational payments - it is not recognised that child 
care, which is important, costs money.  One of the councillors mentioned the issue, particularly 
in rural areas where people have miles to cover and fuel is not getting cheaper.  If we want 
to encourage more women to become involved in politics, one cannot expect only those with 
money, those who are able to fund themselves by putting petrol in their cars to be councillors.  
One must recognise that it costs money to be a councillor.
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Class A PRSI has long been mentioned as an issue.  I do not know how we will get a hold of 
it.  It is unfair if one pays into something - I did it for 20 years - and does not receive anything 
for it.  There are many matters that need to be looked at.

There are many positive measures, responsibility for which has been devolved to districts.  
LAMA is the first to welcome many of them, but I will not go into this matter because we are 
tied to time.  If I have more time, I will come back to them.

Deputy  Noel Coonan: It is nice to have LAMA members here to brief us on what we 
should be addressing in the forthcoming Bill.  In that context, I ask them, if they could make 
one or two significant changes to it, what would be their No. 1 priority?

We have discussed the welfare and well-being of local representatives, rightly so.  As the 
late Tip O’Neill said, all politics is local.  I recall that in its submission the County and City 
Managers Association stated this legislation could leave local authority members in a vulner-
able position.  It is important that we focus on that issue.  What does LAMA see as its role in 
the future of local government in terms of the municipal district councils that are being set up?

As the LAMA representatives will be aware, we had a number of groups here this morning 
when we discussed various matters.  That is our role as legislators, to try to make the best pos-
sible legislation.  One of the groups stated, for example, that the local property tax would make 
no difference whatsoever to local government.  On the other hand, the County and City Manag-
ers Association stated it would put local government on a much more sound footing.  What is 
LAMA’s view on the issue of the local property tax and the financing of municipal authorities?  
Will the proposals give local representatives more power and greater capacity to raise funds or 
will they, as one organisation stated, make no difference whatsoever?

Councillor Noel Bourke: As the chairman of LAMA stated, we are focusing on the condi-
tions under which councillors work.  In answer to Deputy Noel Coonan’s question on the role 
of the local elected councillor, we see ourselves as being closest to the people who elect us 
and whom we represent.  frequently, we are the first port of call for those with particular dif-
ficulties in our constituencies, whether they are related to the local authority or other agencies 
such as the HSE.  We see ourselves in that role.  We may then take the matter to persons such 
as Deputy Noel Coonan.  What we are trying to do is have put in place a structure that would 
facilitate us in doing this in an efficient and effective way, in having the necessary wherewithal, 
with contacts in the various State agencies or wherever else it might be whom we would have 
the authority to contact to raise issues of particular concern to us.  We want to be efficient and 
effective.  It is particularly important that we be so, given the reduced number of councillors.  
Their numbers will reduce from 1,627 to 949 after next May.

We have listed a couple of points in the document which we have tried to keep as short and 
as simple as possible.  The first refers to the funding of LAMA.  We receive a contribution from 
each local authority and there was a suggestion in Putting People first that this might not hap-
pen.  We have discussed all of these matters with the Minister for the Environment, Community 
and Local Government, Deputy Phil Hogan, with whom we have had a constructive and posi-
tive discussion.  We are hopeful he will see our point of view and make the necessary changes.  
One matter we want to see dealt with in the Bill or the regulations, wherever it applies, is that 
of local authorities continuing to make a contribution to the running of LAMA.  As I said, there 
is a suggestion in Putting People first, on page 149, Ref. No. 11.6.5, that this might not happen.  
We would certainly like the current arrangement to continue.  There are 38 local authorities af-
filiated to LAMA.  However, there will be only 31 local authorities after the next local elections.  
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Our income stream will be reduced in any event.  It is important that we should still receive the 
same level of contribution from the 31 councils.

We take our role of running seminars for our members very seriously.  We do not merely run 
them for the sake of doing so or in order to bring people away somewhere for a day or two or 
whatever.  We do a great deal of work on the seminars we run.  As is stated in our document, we 
run two seminars each year - one in spring and the other in the autumn.  We recently held a very 
successful seminar in Ennistymon, which was addressed by eight excellent speakers and was 
very well attended.  There was a great deal of discussion and interaction between members and 
the people who addressed the seminar.  The theme of the seminar was “Local Authorities Driv-
ing Economic Development”.  Our spring seminar took place in Gorey, County Wexford, and 
the theme was “Local Authorities in Ireland: New Challenges - New Opportunities”.  Again, 
there were some excellent speakers at the seminar, and the Minister of State at the Department 
of the Environment, Community and Local Government, Deputy O’Dowd, addressed us on the 
issue of Irish Water.  The latter is a subject that is very important to councillors.  The Minister 
of State delivered an excellent presentation and there was a great deal of interaction, discus-
sion and questions on the matter.  The Minister of State provided clarity on a number of issues.  
I mention this in order to underline the point that we take our role in running these seminars 
extremely seriously.

In the Putting People first document, the Minister refers to specifying particular organisa-
tions that will run these seminars.  LAMA is not mentioned in said document, which does refer 
to the amalgamated Association of County and City Councils, ACCC, and the Association of 
Municipal Authorities of Ireland, AMAI.  We want LAMA to be included and we would like the 
committee to ensure that this will happen.  We do not want to blow our own trumpet but we are 
of the view that we have a very good record in running seminars appropriate to councillors at 
the particular times to which I refer.  We want to continue running these seminars and providing 
this service to our members.  As a result, we want to ensure that LAMA will be named as one 
of the bodies deemed suitable by the Minister to run seminars and conferences.

As far as the powers and functions of district councils are concerned, we want these to be 
devolved as much as possible to local level.  As we state in our document, however, we want it 
to be done in a sensible way that will avoid duplication.  We would like local district councils 
to have as much authority and power as possible without creating additional work that will not 
give rise to any additional benefits.

Councillors are paid one quarter of the amount paid to Senators, or just over €16,000.  This 
money is taxable and we pay PAYE, the universal social charge, the pension levy and PRSI in 
respect of it.  As a result, our net pay is approximately €8,000.  Our remuneration was recently 
reduced in line with the Haddington Road agreement.  This was because Senators’ salaries were 
reduced and ours were automatically reduced as a result.  It was not much of a reduction, but 
we think it was wrong.

Some of the larger councils have supports for their members, including IT support and sta-
tionery, but most do not provide such supports.  One could argue that it is our responsibility to 
provide for such supports in our budgets.  However, at a time when money is scarce - it always 
seems to be scarce at local authority level - we are somewhat shy about allocating money for 
this purpose at the expense of some local service that is important to the people we represent.  
When we met the Minister, we stated that we would like his office to issue some guidelines on 
that particular topic.  Again, we would appreciate it if the committee would pursue the matter 
on our behalf.
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Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: I thank our guests for attending.  Will they indicate 
whether they foresee any difficulties with regard to how the new municipal district councils will 
operate?  The reaction to the proposal to abolish town councils has been mixed.  Many town 
councillors are very concerned about the local knowledge and ownership that will be lost as a 
result of this move.  Do our guests foresee any difficulties in this regard?

I served as a councillor for ten years and I benefited enormously from the training that 
LAMA provides.  Have our guests examined whether any mechanisms might be put in place to 
encourage women to enter local government?  I am of the view that it is a terrific learning envi-
ronment for people and provides great preparation for national politics.  The fact that LAMA is 
focusing on the application of social welfare entitlements to councillors would be a tremendous 
asset in the context of encouraging women to enter politics.  That is not to state that men are not 
great, because they are, but in order that we might strike a balance, perhaps LAMA and other 
representative bodies might examine - in a serious way - what might be done in respect of this 
matter.

Senator  Labhrás Ó Murchú: I also welcome the delegation from LAMA.  I compliment 
that organisation on the leadership it has provided for many years.  There are two matters that 
are worthy of consideration.  The first is the remuneration and conditions of councillors and 
the second is the overall position with regard to reform.  I will deal with reform first.  Have our 
guests given any consideration to where their organisation and its members fit not only into the 
reform of local government but also into the overall reform of the democratic system?  A very 
interesting debate took place during the campaign for the referendum on the proposed abolition 
of Seanad Éireann, and one of the issues that arose regularly was how the Upper House could 
be considered in isolation from the overall reform of the democratic system.  The position is the 
same in respect of local government, which does not exist in isolation from the remainder of the 
system.  If one were to ask a constituent which representative was most available-----

Chairman: I apologise for interrupting, but a mobile phone appears to be disrupting the 
sound from the Senator’s microphone.

Senator  Labhrás Ó Murchú: I apologise.  If one were to ask a person which representa-
tive was most available to him or her and followed up on the relevant issues, I am of the view 
that councillors would come out ahead of Oireachtas Members.  This is simply because they 
operate at the coalface and are obliged to deal with such issues on a daily basis.  We should 
continue to engage with the Government on the question of overall reform, which involves the 
Dáil, the Seanad and local government.

The only public debate that has taken place in respect of reform was that which occurred 
during the Seanad referendum campaign.  One of the arguments put forward in support of the 
abolition of the Seanad involved a reference to countries that have only one house of parlia-
ment.  It eventually emerged that such countries have numerous local authorities which have 
very extensive powers, even in respect of finance.  from where will the model come in respect 
of the new reform we are discussing?  I am of the view that LAMA and other representative 
bodies should engage with the Government on where they fit into the overall picture.

On conditions and remuneration, it is unfortunate that on some occasions certain sections of 
the media dictate the tone of debate.  If it suits those who operate in those sections of the media 
to refer to local authorities and their members in a somewhat jocose manner, then this becomes 
the centre of the debate, which is totally wrong.  I suggest that the Government should engage a 
professional person to assess what precisely local councillors are engaged in doing.  If one con-
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siders the hours they work, the number of meetings they attend, the expertise they bring to the 
table, etc., then one will reach the conclusion that they should be remunerated at a much higher 
level.  An answer in respect of this matter will not be forthcoming via letters to or headlines 
in the newspapers; it will only be obtained if a professional examination is carried out.  Local 
councillors deserve to be the subject of such an examination.

The first matter about which I am concerned, therefore, is whether our guests have con-
sidered where they fit in the context of the reform of the overall system and not just of local 
government.

The second matter concerns remuneration and conditions.  We should put it to bed once 
and for all by undertaking a professional examination of the time, services and expertise local 
councillors bring to their job.

 Councillor Noel Bourke: I will respond to the points made Deputy Marcella Corcoran 
Kennedy who spoke about district councils.  That will present a major challenge to those who 
will be elected next May, particularly in areas where town councils have been operating effec-
tively, which is true of most towns, but which will not have town councils after next May.  A 
problem arose in the sense that some towns did not have town councils, while some large towns 
had town commissions.  There were many inconsistencies in that regard and something had to 
be done.  We would prefer if what is happening now did not happen, but it will happen from 
the time of the next local elections onwards.  That will present a major challenge for those who 
will be elected in the different areas to expand on that role to make it constructive and positive.  
That is an issue to which LAMA is giving attention in that we want to make a success of district 
councils.

On attracting female candidates to become public representatives, we recognise that this is 
a problem.  In addition, attracting young people, both male and female, into local politics is be-
coming a problem because many employers do not want to employ a member of the local coun-
cil who may take time off to attend meetings or make telephone calls during the day.  If a young 
person, be it a male or a female, wants to develop his or her career in tandem with becoming 
involved in local politics, that can create an obstacle in that would-be employers do not want to 
hire such individuals.  They might not admit it, but it is an issue.  There is no easy answer to it, 
but it must be addressed.  We will all have to put our heads together to try to address it.

 Councillor Hughie McElvaney: Deputy Noel Coonan asked what was the biggest change 
we would like to see introduced.  I would like to see an extension of the period between one 
election and another.  five years is far too short.

On the overall issue of reform mentioned by Senator Labhrás Ó Murchú, the office of the 
Minister, Deputy Phil Hogan, was wielding an axe against town councils and we all took cover 
in case we would all be wiped off the face of the earth, so to speak.  If reform is required, we 
certainly have suffered as local public representatives.

Deputy Marcella Corcoran Kennedy spoke about female participation in local government.  
LAMA would not be the right authority to encourage women to become involved in politics 
because we are all public representatives and one never knows who is coming up the back way, 
particularly a good looking lady who might take one’s seat.  I will not be hypocritical and say 
we should take it on board.

Municipal authorities will never do the work of town councils which are authorities that 
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look after the interests of their towns.  The know what their boundaries are.  Excellent public 
representatives were members of town councils and had good staff whom people knew.  People 
are codding themselves if they believe a county council will do the work in municipal authority 
areas that has been done by town councils.

 Deputy Noel Coonan: Councillor McElvaney has stated a period of five years between 
elections is far too short.  What would be an appropriate period?

 Councillor Hughie McElvaney: Seven years would be nice.

 Deputy Noel Coonan: Like Mr. President.

 Chairman: Before I call Deputy Catherine Murphy, I assure Councillor McElvaney that if 
an amendment is tabled on Committee Stage to extend the term, we will allow the appropriate 
amount of time to debate it.

 Deputy Catherine Murphy: At least Mr. McElvaney is being honest in not encouraging 
women to become involved in politics.  However, I do not agree with him.  We need diversity in 
councils to bring new ideas and so on.  female participation in politics is to be encouraged and 
it is disappointing to hear it is not being encouraged by Mr. McElvaney’s organisation.

Municipal district authorities, essentially, are glorified area committees.  One of the de-
mands that will be put on councillors relates to the so-called direct relationship between the 
local property tax - it is not really a local property tax because it is collected nationally and we 
are not sure how much of the money raised will be delivered to the local authorities - and the 
general purpose fund which is being dramatically reduced.  The local property tax is a replace-
ment tax and there will be great expectations for councillors when people see they are paying 
a great deal of money without any improvement in services.  The demands on councillors will 
change dramatically because there is a perceived relationship in that regard, but at the same 
time there will not be any additional funding.  How do the councillors believe this issue will be 
handled at district council level?  The legislation appears to indicate that the manager or CEO 
will talk to the district council before the county budget is decided on, but that does not mean 
anything has to be included.  Even if something is included, the proposal is a schedule will be 
drawn up for the following year for roads and footpaths.

I served for a long time on both a town and a county council.  Town councils do work that 
is entirely different from the work county councils do.  Can the councillors indicate if the dis-
cretionary fund will be available?  Will it be sufficient for the district council to deliver services 
that have been provided by the town council?  How will councillors handle complaints when it 
becomes clear that people want a better level of service, given that they believe they are paying 
for it?  This is a missed opportunity and some of it is about ticking boxes to reduce numbers.  
There are perceived savings that will not materialise because some of the town councils were 
almost funded completely by a town charge.  There is not a huge amount of public funding and 
town councillors have been on a much lower salary than members of a county council.

I ask the delegates about their organisation’s funding.  They have said 38 councils contribute 
funds to LAMA.  The number of councils will be reduced to 31.  How many of the 38 are town 
councils?  Are they mainly county councils?  Also, in meeting training needs, the legislation 
proposes training should be more focused and provided locally rather than being provided by 
way of a type of conference arrangement.  What input has LAMA had in that regard?

Councillor Noel Bourke: We dealt with some of these issues before the Deputy came into 
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the meeting.  I made a point on seminars which I will not repeat in detail, that we have a long 
and successful record in running seminars for our members.  We put a good deal of work into 
designing them.  Our recent seminar was held in Ennistymon at which we had eight excellent 
speakers and a very good discussion took place between the speakers and councillors present.  
At a previous one the Minister of State, Deputy fergus O’Dowd, spoke to us about Irish Water 
and answered the many questions people had.  We place a good deal of importance on these 
seminars and want to be part of that process in the future.  We recognise there will be locally 
run training sessions in addition to what we do on a national basis.  We have no problem with 
that.  Currently 38 county and city councils and four of the five borough councils are affiliated 
to LAMA.  Each council makes a contribution.  The AMAI caters very well for the town coun-
cils but we cater for county councils, city councils and borough councils.  Putting People first 
makes reference to the possibility that LAMA members may have to fund the organisation fully 
and it appears to suggest there will not be funding from the local authorities.  We ask the com-
mittee to ensure the current arrangement continues.  We will be down to 31 councils and we will 
need their contributions if we are to survive and continue with our work.

Councillor Hughie McElvany: I would like to think Deputy Catherine Murphy will get 
plenty of speaking time on this Bill because she is singing from our hymn sheet.  We agree with 
all she said.

Councillor John Kennedy: I will respond to a point that Deputy Catherine Murphy raised 
earlier by referring to the example of my own county, Tipperary, where North Tipperary County 
Council and South Tipperary County Council are being amalgamated.  The county currently has 
seven town councils, with four in the south and three in the north, and 47 county councillors.  
We will go from 113 councillors to 40 councillors for the entire county.  As somebody who sits 
on both Thurles Town Council and North Tipperary County Council, I will find it extremely dif-
ficult to manage the demands that will arise in the areas I have to cover.  I have a young family 
of two children and a mortgage to pay.  I am similar to many councillors across the country.  I 
do not know how young people coming into the system will be able to juggle council respon-
sibilities with their jobs and families.  It is a demanding job at present but the demands are set 
to increase.  I acknowledge that we have put ourselves forward for the job and I am glad I have 
done so.  This needs to be considered in the context of local authority boundaries and the areas 
we will have to cover.  Tipperary is no different from any other county or city.  Demands will be 
greater and supports will have to be put in place for councillors to make their lives a bit easier, 
particularly in respect of young people coming into the system.  from my experience as a town 
councillor and county councillor, the demands from a town are greater than those from a county.  
One is at the coalface and cannot go shopping or socialising without encountering issues.

Councillor John Carey: I come from Waterford County Council, which is being amalgam-
ated with Waterford City Council.  I regard this as a takeover by the city rather than an amal-
gamation because the county will come out worst at the end of the process.  It is very unfair.  
Waterford is a proud city but we should be left alone to do our business.  It is a retrograde step 
for the county.  Lismore, on the border of Cork, might as well transfer to Cork because it is get-
ting nothing.  I do not know if it is because the county has weak management but we are getting 
very little.  We had a beautiful office which was opened in 2002.  The city councillors hold their 
meeting around something that resembles a card table.  It is too late but I want to let the com-
mittee know that we are not happy about the amalgamation.

Chairman: I thank Councillor Bourke and his colleagues for their engagement with the 
committee.
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Sitting suspended at 12.45 p.m. and resumed at 12.47 p.m.

Environmental Pillar

Chairman: Cuirim fáilte roimh Mr. David Healy, Mr. Michael Ewing, Mr. Cillian Lohan 
and Ms Emer Ó Siochrú on behalf of the environmental pillar.  I invite Mr. Healy to make his 
opening presentation.

Mr. David Healy: The purpose of our presentation is to engage with the reform of lo-
cal government and community development.  We want to set out our engagement with local 
government and community development over the past several years from the perspective of 
sustainable development and to explain why it is important that reform strengthens the orien-
tation towards sustainable development.  In particular, we will draw on our experience of the 
environmental pillar since its formation in 2009 and the impact that we have had at local level 
compared with our experience during the boom, when our warnings went unheeded.  Part of 
the reason we were not heard was because we were formally outside the system and we did not 
have opportunities to present our case.

 Mr. Michael Ewing is co-ordinator of the environmental pillar and an environmental sci-
entist with a background in business and research in participatory democracy.  He represents 
the pillar on the National Economic and Social Council and Roscommon County Development 
Board.  Ms Emer Ó Siochrú is an eco-architect, a farmer and a green business woman and she 
represents the pillar on the Rathmines Pembroke Community Partnership.  Mr. Cillian Lohan 
works for the Irish Natural forestry foundation in Manch, County Cork, and is one of nine Irish 
representatives on the European Economic and Social Committee.  He represents the environ-
mental pillar on Cork City Partnership and Cork county transport SPC.  I have a background in 
law and environmental science and work for Oxfam Ireland on climate policy.  I represent the 
pillar on the Northside Partnership and am a former county councillor.

Mr. Michael Ewing: I will give a brief introduction to the environmental pillar and how it 
has engaged at local and national levels over the past four to five years.  The pillar has 27 mem-
bers, all of which are national environmental organisations.  There are approximately 40,000 
individual members of these organisations.  We focus on sustainability and were established 
originally by an Act in April 2009.  That is our general background.

We nominate to a wide range of bodies and all of our nominees go through a selection pro-
cess.  They report back to local organisations and the environmental pillar.  We provide training.  
We have very few resources, but we train our local representatives as much as we can because 
it is really important that they understand the processes in which they are engaged and the 
messages they are carrying.  The local representatives form local networks based on the local 
authority areas in which they are nominated.

We nominate to a number of international bodies.  They include the National Economic 
and Social Council, NESC, and the European Economic and Social Committee, on which Mr. 
Cillian Lohan represents the Government.  He was nominated by it rather than us, although we 
obviously recommended him.  We have representatives on a range of bodies dealing with hous-
ing, forestry, the marine and pretty much every area one could think of.  Most recently, I was 
nominated to the working group on active citizenship and local government which was set up 
by the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government, Deputy Phil Hogan, 
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in recent months.

At local level we have 172 nominees to county development boards, SPCs and the boards of 
integrated local government companies and partnership companies.  We are very much engaged 
at local level in a very active way.  All of the nominees operate in a voluntary capacity; none 
receives any payment for his or her work.  Nominees do it because of a love of their community 
and the need to protect the environment and develop communities in a sustainable fashion.

We nominate to SPCs in addition to the environment SPCs, including 12 economic SPCs.  
This is particularly relevant in terms of the new SPCs.  We have 20 people nominated to devel-
opment SPCs.  We have been engaged very closely in local development through the nominees 
for the past four or five years, that is, since our foundation.  It is, therefore, not new to us to talk 
about economic and development issues.  In fact, it is part of our bread and butter.  We work 
with all strands of society for the well-being of people in general, not just the current generation 
but also future generations.  That is the background to what we do.

Society relies on clean air, fresh water and healthy soils.  These are fundamental to our liv-
ing as human beings.  That is the background to all of our decision-making and engagement.  
Whatever we do has to be on the basis of these fundamental supports for life.  This is related 
to sustainability.  Essentially, sustainability thrives in an economy in equilibrium with basic 
ecological support systems.  I refer to phenomena including clean water.  Without these support 
systems, the economy is destroyed and cannot operate, nor can society.

Very much to the fore is the limit of growth.  We are seeing the limits associated with the 
raw materials used by industry and limits to the availability of water and land.  We need to do 
something about it and engage with the problems.  The environmental pillar is at the forefront 
in trying to do so and we are working with our partners in the social and economic sectors.

I have a diagram that encapsulates our belief system within the environmental pillar.  We 
believe human beings came from the environment originally.  We belong to the environment 
and it is something on which we fundamentally rely.  Our society was built out of that environ-
ment and in the context of that environment.  We then created the economy as a way of dealing 
with each other in terms of trading goods.  The economy is a creation and can be changed.  We 
can amend it to suit our needs as a society.  Our environment is fundamental.  We can change it, 
but we are doing so only for the worse.  These are issues that need to be addressed very closely.

The concept of a greening economy is very relevant to local development.  Let me give an 
example of how the Department proposed to engage at national level in addition to local level.  
We joined NESC in 2011.  Prior to that, NESC had produced a report on the economic crisis 
entitled, Ireland’s five-Point Crisis.  This document was extremely well written, but it did not 
connect with the concept of sustainability.  It left the issues relating to bad planning and the 
series of mistakes made through not including environmental concerns in the thinking process.  
This very morning NESC produced a new document looking back over the past five years and 
reflecting on the original document.  It includes a series of new ideas that essentially came from 
the environmental pillar and, therefore, informed the thinking of national government.  The 
new ideas concern greening the economy and turning it into a sustainable one based on the 
understanding that social, economic and environmental issues go together.  NESC’s new paper 
is entitled, Ireland’s five-Part Crisis, five Years On: Deepening Reform and Institutional In-
novation.  We are very much in the picture with this and engaged with it nationally and locally.  
Innovation is part of the game as far as sustainability is concerned.  Sustainability will drive 
innovation in the new economy for Ireland.  We very much believe in development, including 
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the development of a sustainable and innovative society for the future.

NESC has ongoing work on the energy strategy.  We are engaged with it and the role of data 
in greening the economy.  In the document published today the social partners and the indepen-
dent representatives - 30 people in total, including Secretaries General of various Departments 
- have agreed that this is a model that would really work for Ireland in the future.  It is a model 
we generally support.  It is actually a very well thought out idea of how the future of Ireland 
should be mapped out.  It operates at all levels of society.  The connection between sustainabil-
ity, the environment, the economy and society is fully mapped out in the document.  We have 
supported its publication and analysis.

Mr. Lohan will talk a little about greening the economy.

Mr. Cillian Lohan: As Mr. Ewing said, greening the economy is essentially about putting 
the principles of sustainability at the heart of any new developmental programme, decision and 
economic development.  The local government reform package presents an opportunity to put 
issues on greening the economy at the heart of activities at local level, in addition to regional 
level.

I have provided some examples of the broad range of areas that we can allow to fall under 
the term “greening the economy” rather than having a quite limited view.  Our engagement on 
this issue has been at national level in terms of the Action Plans for Jobs published in recent 
years.  We latched onto those the year before last and broadened the definition through our 
engagement in the process regarding the areas that are identifiable as pertaining to the green 
economy.  We have been working on this issue very actively.  I am involved with a work pack-
age funded by the Department on opportunities within the green economy.  As a sector, we have 
been very actively engaged in this process at national level.  Mr. Healy will outline the interna-
tional context to our obligations in this regard.

Mr. David Healy: In Rio de Janeiro in 1992 the world committed to Agenda 21.  The Lo-
cal Agenda 21 aspect was about a participative process for sustainable development.  What has 
been striking in Ireland is that the county and city development boards did form that style of 
participative process.  The problem, resulting in the gap, was that they did not specifically have 
sustainable development as their remit, nor did they have environmental pillar representatives.  
While they were formally identified by the Government as a delivery agent for Local Agenda 
21, what was expected did not actually happen.  At this stage, we need to ensure, through the 
LCDCs and the SPCs, that sustainable development is part of the remit.  We must also ensure 
participation.  The Government’s policy document, Our Sustainable future, makes exactly the 
same point on integrating sustainable development into the processes involved.  from there, we 
get to the specific points on the proposed reform which Mr. Ewing will address.

Mr. Michael Ewing: The committee has seen our document, but I would like to reiterate 
our concerns and what we would like to see happen.  As we have outlined, we have been heav-
ily involved at local level in community development and local government in so far as this is 
possible without being elected.  We would like to continue with this process.  It is essential that 
the environmental pillar be present in an independent fashion within the new structures of the 
LCDCs which we believe should be renamed in any case.  They should be called sustainable 
community development committees to get across the idea that sustainability is fundamental to 
what they do.  If something is not named, it will not happen.  It is like that dreadful advertise-
ment about what it says on the tin.  If it is named a sustainable community development com-
mittee this is what it will be.  If it is not, it will not be about sustainability and we believe it is 
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essential this is the case.  Sustainability should be an underlying part of the remit of this new 
body, whatever it is called, and should underlie every decision it makes and every process in 
which it is involved.

Three new regional bodies are proposed.  It is essential there is a connection between them 
and the communities for which they develop policies.  The policies they develop at regional 
level will have an overarching authority over the plans of local communities, and there needs 
to be toing and froing between the local and regional structures.  At present this is done with 
regard to elected representatives but civil society also needs to be involved.

We already have economic strategic policy committees, SPCs, in some local authorities 
but not in all.  Under the proposed local government reform there will be a new economic and 
enterprise SPC in every local authority with a significant role in developing the local economy.  
for sustainable development to be part of this it is essential the environmental pillar has nomi-
nees on it.  The new SPCs should engage with local communities through the metropolitan 
district structures.  At present there seems to be a disconnect between the metropolitan district 
structures and the new LCDCs, and there is an unfortunate blurring of connections which we 
would like to see resolved before the amending local government legislation comes into force.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: I thank the delegates for their presentations and acknowledge the 
work they do on the various bodies for which they have been given the authority to be members 
and the impact they have.  I have listened attentively to what they stated on the opportunities 
which may exist in the local government reform process for their role to be enhanced by virtue 
of their involvement in community enterprise boards.  I am conscious of the integration of local 
development groups in local authorities and that sustainable development should be a linchpin 
of any mechanisms used by local authorities to encourage development.  Every effort should 
be made to continue to explore the opportunities which exist in the green economy and these 
should be the foundations under which local development plans and area plans are devised by 
local government.  I will be conscious of the input of the witnesses when it comes to tabling 
amendments on Committee Stage and will make every effort to accommodate their sentiments 
in this regard.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: I am concerned some measures have started to work and that 
we might be going backwards with some of what is included in the legislation.  I am not an en-
thusiast for the institutional arrangements which have been devised.  There continues to be too 
close a relationship between the Custom House, the Minister and local authorities and I would 
rather see a greater disconnect.  I do not doubt reform is needed.

The Dublin and mid-east regional authorities had a positive influence on setting regional 
planning guidelines and I would favour an expansion of this role.  How members are nominated 
will be seriously problematic as the process will not provide the diversity required.  We need all 
voices on it.  I saw how the regional authority changed the culture with regard to development 
plans in the local authority on which I served as we had the national spatial strategy, regional 
guidelines and local guidelines.  It made people consider matters more strategically.  I am con-
cerned the nominating process will reduce diversity rather than increasing it.  I am interested 
to hear what the witnesses have to say on this.  We can see the relationship between land use 
and transportation strategies but there is quite a fragmented approach to some of the issues with 
regard to municipal district councils as opposed to county councils.

Another issue is how people participate.  Having been a member of a county council and a 
town council, for approximately 20 years in both cases, I felt there were far more opportunities 
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to involve people at town level than at county level.  There seems to be a mismatch, to which 
the witnesses referred, with regard to local community development committees, LCDCs, as 
there is only one per county unless the Minister allows more, but local development happens 
at a lower level than this.  I do not see where flexibility in this engagement will happen, and 
I state this from a citizen’s perspective rather than a public representative’s perspective.  I am 
interested to hear what the witnesses have to say on this.  What might we bring by way of 
amendments to try to change this?

I take the point about the name, because the common understanding of people with regard 
to the word “development” tends to be “economic development”.  We must broaden this and I 
support the idea of changing the name from this point of view.

The structures and institutional arrangements will change and obviously we will not have 
county development boards.  Some of them worked and others did not, and it is exactly the 
same with the SPCs.  The new arrangements will change the dynamic with regard to who would 
be nominated.  I ask the witnesses to tell us how they see this playing out.  Institutional arrange-
ments will change whereby there will not be nominations to bodies such as county development 
boards.  The same number of SPCs will exist and there will be local community development 
committees and enterprise committees.  I presume the witnesses would wish to be represented 
on all of these elements.  How do they see the new institutional arrangements working from 
their perspective?  How do they believe this will play out?

Ms Emer Ó Siochrú: It is very difficult to know.  We share many of these concerns.  Even 
though local control and maximising participation is spoken about, the scale is very large and 
LCDCs for an entire county will not really be at grassroots level.  It diverges from the European 
model.  We can see within the legislation it is possible to have more and we would like to see 
this happen.

The biggest issue in rural Ireland at present probably relates to wind farms.  We must con-
sider how local government reform will help resolve this in a positive way for everybody.  
Planning regulations will not do it because it involves more than planning.  One can see all the 
arguments for wind farms with regard to the powerful economic SPCs which will be established 
but one knows this is not where it will be resolved.  Where it will be resolved or not is at local 
community level because this is where the problem is.  We are with the local community on 
this; if it does not work socially and economically for the local community it will not work for 
the environment, even if the other two structures support it.  We are very anxious to have groups 
in the LCDCs which are effective and whose voice is heard so there is a better flow of informa-
tion from the ground up.  In the existing structure we must have regard to regional plans, but 
there appears to be a lack of confidence in the voice of local people in feeding up to the other 
committees.  What, for instance, is the link between the local community development com-
mittees and the powerful economic strategic policy committees?  How will we be able to feed 
back into the development plans?  Apart from the requirement that development plans take note 
of and have regard to the LCDCs, how will the latter inform the former?  That is not clear.  We 
want to be involved to ensure the loop is circular and that at every point on the loop information 
feeds back from the ground into the county plans and up to the regional level, before coming 
back along the loop again.  We are very much on the same side as the committee with regard to 
these concerns.  We have noted, however, that the legislation is very much enabling in nature.  
We hope further detail will be provided and that we will get the outcome we seek from it. 

Deputy  Noel Coonan: I welcome representatives of the green pillar and thank them for 
their presentation which contains many thought-provoking ideas that will stimulate discussion.  
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Many of us will sleep happier in the knowledge that, according to the delegates, we would have 
avoided all the bad experiences of the boom if the green pillar had been established before 
2009.  We can now rest assured that the practices of the past will not be repeated.

I confess that I do not know much about the environmental pillar.  We have heard that it has 
representatives on local development boards and so forth.  Perhaps the delegates might identify 
its representatives in the north Tipperary partnership in order that we can get to know them bet-
ter.  

Ms Ó Siochrú spoke about greening the economy and the role of local government.  Will she 
give us an idea of the base from which we are starting?  In other words, will she indicate, on a 
scale of one to ten, how local government has performed in the environmental area?

Some aspects of the agenda the delegation set out are of great interest to me, as I come from 
the heart of rural Ireland.  Demand for food will increase substantially when one considers that 
up to one half of the world’s population goes hungry.  Thinking in terms of food Harvest 2020 
and beyond, perhaps up to 2050, what are the delegates’ views on current farm practices and the 
production of food?  What is being done wrong and what are we getting right?  

What action should the Department take to address the problem of ash dieback disease?  
What is the solution to it? 

These are exciting times and Ireland has significant opportunities, particularly in the area 
of food production.  We also face challenges such as global warming and climate change.  I am 
interested in hearing the views of the delegates on these issues. 

Many topics have been raised.  Do the delegates agree that farmers are the principal custo-
dians of the environment?  Do they accept that without farmers, the environment would be in a 
bad way?  There is a perception that they are the culprits.  While I accept that there are, for want 
of a better phrase, cowboys in every trade, farmers are, by and large, the greatest custodians of 
the environment.

Mr. Michael Ewing: I thank Deputy Noel Coonan for his questions which were as wide-
ranging as our presentation.  

On the performance of local government, while I would not like to point the finger at any 
specific county council in a negative manner, the picture is very varied.  Waterford County 
Council is doing considerable work in this area.  Roscommon County Council has done much 
work in recent years of its own volition, rather than at my behest.  It has been particularly ac-
tive on the issue of energy, for example, on heating.  While thinking at local government level 
is evolving and developing, it has a long way to go.  To be honest, if I were to give an average 
mark for local authorities’ record on environmental issues, it would be three out of ten.  Much 
learning remains to be done, although the picture is not even.  Dublin City Council, for ex-
ample, has done much work on sustainability and has its own thinking process in the Natural 
Step programme which covers the carbon footprint and so on.  The picture is varied between 
and within local authorities.  The problem is probably that, other than in certain circumstances, 
corporate learning is not taking place and local authorities are not picking up and running with 
it.  Individual leaders in particular local authorities are doing very good work, but the overall 
picture is not as good as it could be.

With regard to food Harvest 2020 and feeding the world, there is a clear understanding the 
planet faces serious problems in the areas of food distribution and the ability of people to grow 
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their own food.  One of the major issues with food Harvest 2020 is that it was not considered 
with great care before being brought into being.  It was not subject to a proper environmental 
analysis and the strategy did not consider its possible effects on climate change and so on.  The 
document is a mixed bag as it holds out great potential in some areas and has the potential to 
do harm in others.  This has not been properly examined, although an analysis is being carried 
out.  We are engaging with this analysis to ascertain if food Harvest 2020 will impact on the 
environment and if we can make changes in areas where it will impact on the environment.  We 
hope the Minister will roll back some of the damaging parts of the strategy. 

On ash dieback, this is a policy issue about which Mr. Lohan is probably better informed 
than I am.  The issue is that we were importing diseased stock, which should never have hap-
pened.  for a long time, the environmental pillar has pointed out that the nursery sector offers 
great employment potential.  We continue to import large quantities of nursery stock from the 
Netherlands and other countries for use in infrastructural projects such as roads.  The tender-
ing process for such contracts is arranged in such a way that it is impossible for native nursery 
owners to engage with it.  They would have to invest large sums on spec and in advance because 
obviously one must grow trees long in advance, yet they may not secure the contract.  Nurseries 
elsewhere in Europe are able to do this because they are much larger.  The issue of ash dieback 
raises many questions, including in respect of the importation of nursery stock in the horticul-
ture and forestry sectors. 

Given that farms occupy some 60% of the land surface of the country, farmers must be cus-
todians of the environment.  As Deputy Noel Coonan noted, some farmers are cowboys, while 
others are good.  Some of the moves made in recent years are positive.  We would like farmers 
to be encouraged and enabled to engage with local development organisations in the area of 
anaerobic digestion.  The potential of anaerobic digestion in energy production is significant, 
yet the Government’s handling of the issue has been very poor.  As a result, very little has been 
done in this area.  I will hand over to Ms Ó Siochrú as she has a particular interest in anaerobic 
digestion.

Ms Emer Ó Siochrú: I am dying to inform the committee that I am a beef farmer in north 
Tipperary.  It is not the case that there is a complete split between the two sides, as it were.  I 
farm organically and intend to expand my beef production.  There is a general erroneous belief 
that environmentalists oppose beef production.  The position is much more nuanced than that.  
Ireland is one of the best places to produce beef and dairy products in the world.  With the right 
kind of grassland practices and using carbon sequestration in the soil, beef farming can be car-
bon negative, particularly when new practices are used.

Under food Harvest 2020, it is proposed to increase dairy production by 50% and beef pro-
duction by 20%.  These objectives can be achieved, provided the right technologies are used.  
We have to produce food because the number of people on the planet will increase.  Ireland is 
a good food producer and food production generates many jobs and protects the environment.  
Moreover, the country produces food in an environmentally sensitive manner.  Co-ordination is 
required with other Departments and sectors, however, as there is no co-ordination on the waste 
side.  Anaerobic digestion is necessary if we really want to ramp up production.  There are other 
technologies also, one of which is the focus of my new business, to allow safe slurry spreading, 
which is the fundamental issue.  It is a perfect example in which many environmentalists are 
dying to get involved and have much to contribute, instead of seeing us as being on the opposite 
side.  In fact, we have more to gain-----

Chairman: On that issue, what is the lead country in terms of anaerobic digestion?
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Ms Emer Ó Siochrú: Germany or Denmark.  In Denmark one cannot spread slurry unless 
it has been through a digester.  There are other technologies that we could use that would be 
cheaper again, but at the end of the day, we have to recycle food back on to the land because 
that is where the nutrients are.  That waste is going to a landfill site or for incineration, whereas 
it should be put safely back on the land.  The Departments of Agriculture, food and the Marine, 
Communications, Energy and Natural Resources and the Environment, Community and Local 
Government have to work together on this issue, but unfortunately, we do not see this happen-
ing.  It would be wonderful if there could be synergies at local level.  If this were to happen, 
we would have greater local development; we could develop the farming sector, create more 
jobs and resolve the renewable energy issue.  It does not always have to be turbines; there are 
other ways of creating energy locally.  Anaerobic digestion is very good at producing fuel for 
vehicles.  As many of our vehicles are not electric, we cannot switch over and use wind energy 
as a way of getting around.  Anaerobic digestion can offer a solution to that problem.

Mr. Cillian Lohan: I will respond to questions on the performance of the green economy in 
local areas.  The concept is new; the terminology which had a very limited definition was first 
used by the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation in the Action Plan for Jobs.  One 
of the things about which we spoke to the then Minister was how to broaden the definition and 
collect baseline information on what we called the “green economy”.  Like all words, language 
becomes polluted over time and is misused.  It is very hard to measure performance when the 
definition is quite loose, but we know that within certain sectors such as the 500 designated Na-
tura 2000 sites which cut across the farming community throughout the country, that for each €1 
billion invested, one could create 29,000 jobs on Natura 2000 sites.  In contrast, an investment 
of €1 billion under the Common Agricultural Policy could creates between 3,000 and 6,000 
jobs.  There are opportunities to create employment locally that is sustainable in the long term.  
The word “green” has a different connotation in a national context than it does across the rest of 
Europe.  The Deputy referred to us as the “green pillar” which may have political implications, 
but we are not affiliated to a political party.  The concepts are sustainability and long-term vi-
ability testing.  food Harvest 2020 was rolled out as policy in 2010 without any testing of its 
impact in the long term.  I do not think one can put responsibility on the farming community for 
taking advantage of policies, programmes and subsidies if the consequence of their activities is 
environmental degradation and the loss of healthy soil and biodiversity on farmlands.  I do not 
think they can take 100% responsibility if the impact of Government policy has not been tested.  
It seems ludicrous to pursue a policy that has not been tested to see whether it is sustainable 
over a long period of time.  following a complaint to the Commission, this analysis of food 
Harvest 2020 has now been done and, as my colleague, Mr.  Ewing, alluded to, we are respond-
ing to it through the public consultation process and engaging actively with the Department on 
it.  I do not want to be too distracted by food Harvest 2020 which will effectively be out of date 
in another two years once the milk quotas change.  Much has changed since 2010 when that 
policy was first rolled out.

Mr. David Healy: first, I will put on my Oxfam hat when commenting on the issue of 
food security.  It is important to emphasise that Irish agricultural production and exports are 
not connected to the issue of food security or insecurity in developing countries.  They are sup-
plying a different market.  In the countries in which there is a serious food insecurity problem, 
in India and Africa, the people who suffer from food insecurity are not in the market for Irish 
beef, butter or dairy products.  The food exports are feeding a middle class demand, but they 
are not connected to the food insecurity of local people whose diet comprises grains, pulses 
and vegetables, local agricultural conditions and local markets.  The connection with devel-
oped countries lies in their demand for grains, in particular, which is driven by the demand for 
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biofuels and animal fodder.  These demands from developed countries have an impact on food 
security in developing countries.

Wearing my “green pillar” hat, we argue that agricultural policy in Ireland needs to be re-
examined in the context of its impact on climate change and also in the context of the impact 
climate change is having and will have on agricultural production.  A researcher from May-
nooth has recently put together the evidence which is that the changes in terms of a wetter West 
and a drier East will have implications for the economic advantages in terms of what should 
be grown and the associated risks.  We would like to see that research integrated into the food 
Harvest 2020 analysis.

I wish to make a point on water, as I understand some of the Deputies are concerned about 
Irish Water.  Our great concern is that Irish Water is being set up and not taking the water frame-
work directive into account.  We have legal obligations at European level to introduce quite 
significant governance changes in order to meet the obligations under the water framework 
directive to ensure good water quality by 2015 and later in some places.  A great deal of work 
must be done in order to achieve this.  The structures were set up in order to produce the plans, 
but they have not been maintained.  There is no sign of their being incorporated into the new 
Irish Water structures.  We have obligations, but we will end up in trouble with the Commission 
and the European Court of Justice if we do not meet these obligations.  We are charging ahead 
with major reforms and not taking these environmental responsibilities into account.

The diversity in performance of local authorities and local community development struc-
tures in an environmental sense is positive as it means that there are positive as well as negative 
examples from which we can learn.  Similarly, Deputy Catherine Murphy’s point on the nomi-
nating process and diversity of input is key.  What we need is diversity to have voices come into 
the discussion, as that would help us to move forward more effectively.  As drafted, the nomi-
nating process seems to be almost entirely in the gift of one person per county, which we do not 
consider appropriate.  The nominating process must be participative, transparent and inclusive.  
We hope committee members will find some way to bring forward amendments in that regard.

Chairman: I thank the delegates for their contributions.

Sitting suspended at 1.30 p.m. and resumed at 2.45 p.m.

IBEC

Chairman: Leanfaimid ar aghaidh leis an bplé a bhí á dhéanamh againn ar athchóiriú an 
rialtais áitiúil.  I welcome from IBEC Mr. Reg McCabe, director of transport, and Ms Anne 
Marie Caulfield.  I call on them to address the joint committee.

Mr. Reg McCabe: for the record, I am head of regional policy at IBEC, unless my job has 
changed this morning.

Chairman: Perhaps Mr. McCabe was promoted.

Mr. Reg McCabe: I thank the Chairman for the kind invitation to address the joint commit-
tee.  IBEC’s focus is on the recently introduced Local Government Bill and the wider issue of 
local government reform.
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With regard to the Bill, it is important to emphasise that it is not all about rates.  from 
IBEC’s point of view, as an organisation and on behalf of its member companies, business is 
all about costs, competitiveness and the potential to expand employment and generate profits.  
Commercial rates are a very significant cost for many companies; hence we focus on them.  
There is a headline figure of €1.6 billion paid by the business sector to local government, which 
figure comprises commercial rates and water charges.

IBEC welcomes the Bill’s provisions which are well intended.  We believe the reforms in-
cluded are quite significant and will have an impact, particularly the audit functions.  The Bill 
will create a more regionally based audit function and allow stakeholders to participate in the 
process, including businesses.  We are, however, a little concerned about another proposal.  I 
know representatives of the municipalities attended this morning, but we welcome the proposal 
to eliminate town councils, thus generating significant savings.  On the other side, the town 
council network will be replaced by a network of municipal districts.  We understand there will 
be three or four municipal districts per constituency.  That means that the number of municipal 
districts will exceed the current number of town councils.  Our difficulty is with the unknown 
quantity of the measure.  We simply do not know what is the level of costs.  We know that there 
is a saving associated with the elimination of town councils, but we do not know the level of 
costs or additional charges associated with municipal districts.  Therefore, we seek more infor-
mation on what the Minister intends to achieve.  Of course, he will say the intention is to reduce 
costs, but the devil is in the detail.  As funders of the system, we have not seen the details and 
are quite anxious to do so.

I will outline another point made in IBEC’s submission.  The standardisation of commercial 
rates between town and county councils will, in many cases, lead to an upward adjustment.  
My colleague, Ms Caulfield, will talk about this matter.  The increase will be significant; it will 
be between 15% and 20%.  Typically, a retailer in a place such as Dungarvan will find over a 
period and for no particular reason that his or her baseline rates bill has increased by between 
15% and 20%.  That increase will be connected to jurisdiction, as opposed to a drawdown of 
services. 

The Government has talked about reducing the cost of local government, efficiencies and 
so forth, but there is another measure in the Bill that will increase business costs.  I refer to the 
proposal to standardise the refund of rates levied on vacant buildings.  Unfortunately, there are 
a lot of vacant commercial buildings around the country for all the wrong reasons.  Standardisa-
tion, therefore, is a significant issue.  As the Chairman will know, the current rebate on rates on 
vacant buildings is 100% for county councils which, in my view, is generous, and 50% for city 
councils, but that is for historic reasons.  Of course, the Minister has proposed to standardise 
a 50% rebate for companies which will result in a very significant increase in costs without a 
commensurate increase in the level of service provided by local government.

As I do not want to take up too much time, I will summarise.  IBEC welcomes many of the 
provisions included in the Bill.  It is a reforming Bill that will have an impact.  We welcome, in 
particular, the elimination of town councils and the new provisions in respect of a local govern-
ment audit, transparency and accountability.  We are, however, concerned about who will foot 
the bill for many of the proposed changes to the structure of local government.

Ms Anne Marie Caulfield: I thank the Chairman for giving me the opportunity to speak.  I 
attend in two capacities.  I am president of the south-east region of IBEC; therefore, I represent 
four or five counties.  I am also a business person and retailer.  We have eight separate sites in 
the south-east region which stretches as far as Bandon, County Cork and to Malahide, County 
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Dublin.  As we see a very broad picture in terms of rates, I will speak about that issue first.  

There is a certain level of frustration experienced by my business and also by others which 
are members of IBEC about the level of rates, the optics on how rates are spent and where the 
money goes.  All of us involved in business pay water charges and do not have a problem with 
doing so, but such charges will increase.  There are also waste management charges and so on.  
It is difficult to see where rates are being spent, how they are being spent and what benefits they 
give to individual businesses.

Mr. McCabe touched on a couple of matters.  I will commence with the standardisation 
of rates.  We operate in locations that are included in county and city areas.  When rates are 
standardised, additional costs will be generated for our business and others around us.  That is 
a source of very serious concern for us because businesses are already under pressure, particu-
larly retail businesses, while consumer sentiment is low.  There was a flicker of recovery, but it 
is still very fragile and many retailers are under serious pressure.  

With regard to the refund of rates being reduced from 100% to 50%, we have experienced 
the adjustment in owning some properties.  The reduction will have a serious impact on busi-
ness.  

The last matter about which I wish to talk is the revaluation process.  We have gone through 
it in Waterford where we have experienced an increase in rates.  Many businesses in Waterford 
city have experienced a negative impact.  Some experienced a significant increase of between 
10% and 40%, but it depended on the type of business involved.  I am aware of one business 
that experienced a rates increase in excess of 40%.  In order for it to pay the increase, it would 
have had to increase its turnover by in excess of 5%.

Chairman: Is that business located in a city area?

Ms Anne Marie Caulfield: Yes.  Having to increase turnover by 5% to pay commercial 
rates before one does anything else and at a time when the retail sector is under severe pressure 
is untenable and unacceptable.  It is said the revaluation process in Waterford is inequitable and 
needs to be deferred and re-examined because it is not viable for many businesses.

In summary, IBEC would like to state on behalf of businesses, particularly those involved 
in the retail sector, that the position on commercial rates is inequitable and that the system is 
flawed and needs to be addressed.  I have highlighted the other areas we would like to be con-
sidered such as the standardisation of rates, the rates refund mechanism, how rates are spent and 
how they benefit businesses.  All businesses have had to reposition, manage and reduce costs.  It 
is very painful and challenging.  We do not appear to have seen the same with commercial rates.

Chairman: That is an interesting point.  I call Deputy Barry Cowen.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: I thank both witnesses for their input and consideration in mak-
ing a submission such as they have.  It is part of what we had sought to bring to the table prior 
to Committee Stage of the legislation to allow us as broad a range of amendments as possible 
through input from various sectors.  I wish to make a few comments on the content.  I am sur-
prised that the witnesses welcomed the elimination of town councils.  I disagree with them on 
that point.  As I have said to others, I recognise that there was some duplication and there was 
room for streamlining, but not to the extent proposed by the document and, now, the legislation 
to support that document.  In respect of the fact that there will now be three municipal districts 
where there was previously one, I do not think there is much autonomy attached to the munici-
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pal district.  They have more of a consultative role with regard to the full council than anything 
else.  There is nothing within the legislation, so far as I can see, that would tell me otherwise.  
There are at present, throughout the local authority system, local area committees made up 
of members from a certain district and they can make recommendations to local authorities 
themselves for onward decision.  There is nothing within the legislation to suggest that this 
will change greatly.  The ceremonial attachment to an area will continue with the mayor and so 
forth, but other than that I do not see any change.

The question in respect of rates is very pertinent to the situation on the ground.  I am totally 
supportive of and committed to a system that would overhaul the present system as we know 
it.  We think there has to be more alignment in commercial rents.  Consideration will have to 
be given to turnover and ability to pay.  Some previous speakers this morning mentioned that 
the existing system is archaic.  We are in agreement with that, and something has to be done, if 
for no other reason than to address the imbalance in many towns throughout the country where 
town centres have lost their sheen compared to outside developments on the edges of towns.  
There must be a means and a mechanism by which that is addressed.  for our part, we are put-
ting a Bill before the House to address that issue in the coming weeks, for which we hope to 
attract cross-party support.  In the lead-up to Committee Stage of this Bill, we hope to have 
realistic amendments to effect change in that regard.

The rebate on rates has been raised by all contributors today.  Obviously, it is a very real 
issue on the ground.  This is tied into the last comment I made in respect of rates.  There must 
be a recognition of the present commercial realities before any decision such as that is rammed 
through the House.  We will be cognisant of that.  I reiterate my appreciation of the delegates’ 
contributions.  I may not agree with everything they said, but it was interesting to hear what 
they had to say at the same time.  We would hope to reflect some of their considerations when 
we set about amending the Bill.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: I shall follow up on one of the points I raised on Second 
Stage.  If others do not table an amendment on the rebate, as I expect they will, I certainly intend 
to do so.  I cannot see how the 100% difference can be carried, particularly in the retail area.  
In towns and villages around the country vacant premises are much more noticeable than the 
vacant houses in housing estates.

Mr. Reg McCabe: On the high street.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: That will be a serious problem.  It might have been possible 
to sustain it in a city environment but I do not think one size fits all in that case.  I certainly agree 
with the witness on that issue.

In respect of the elimination of town councils, I am surprised that a group such as IBEC did 
not seek a change in the county council system, as opposed to the town council system.  Please 
do not get me wrong; I would not argue for the retention of all town councils.  However, having 
served on both a town council and a county council, I could see the return from the town coun-
cil was evident and useful.  In the event of complaints, it was far more likely that they would 
have been directed at the county council.  for example, if there were to be three large regional 
authorities, many changes could be made from the point of view of procurement opportunities 
and combining some of the services while still maintaining a district council model, which is 
the way I think we should proceed, but that is not what is proposed in the legislation.  In some 
cases, the town councils will be missed. 
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Some of the high-profile town councils around the country, such as Westport Town Council, 
which has been in contact with us, made a substantial impact, as did Tralee Town Council.  They 
are very important given the impact they make by being focused on the local economy, and they 
deliver a return.  for example, the town council of which I was a member was a former town 
commissioners, and almost all of its funding came from Intel.  None of that funding will go 
back to the Exchequer, but will go straight back to Intel in the form of profit.  I question whether 
there will be the savings that have been mentioned.  As that was a town charge, it would have 
been over and above the rates, but it would have been a relatively small charge.  Even where 
the traders paid that town charge, most of the money would have been spent on town improve-
ments, which would have had a direct return.  That is very different from the arguments made 
by the witnesses in respect of where our money is going.   One would have seen the return on it.  

A point that has been a bone of contention is that some of the chambers of commerce and 
the Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation argued for a property tax.  The difficulty now 
is that they will ask where the money is spent, while every householder will ask the same ques-
tion.  They will do that at the same time as the general purpose grant is being radically reduced, 
and there is no additional money.  I do not think that will lead to a harmonious relationship or 
a better arrangement in terms of how the costs will be distributed.  I am surprised that the del-
egates are welcoming some of the things they welcome.  Essentially, the property tax will take 
money out of people’s pockets.  It will not necessarily deliver a return in terms of additional 
services or lighten the load on the business sector.  It is another observation rather than anything 
else.  I would be interested to hear their response.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: I thank the delegates for appearing before the com-
mittee this afternoon.  In regard to their statement in respect of the municipal districts exceeding 
the town councils they replace, how was that figure arrived at?

Mr. Reg McCabe: Maybe I misunderstood, but I thought there were three or four municipal 
districts per county, which would potentially give 100 or thereabouts.  I believe the number of 
town councils is 80 - maybe that is incorrect.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: To clarify where I am coming from, in my own 
county there are 27 town councillors and 21 county councillors, a total of 48.  With the abolition 
of the three town councils, and following the boundary review under which four districts have 
become three, the number will be 19, which is a big difference.  That is why I was curious, as 
the witness suggested there would be more councillors, not fewer.  The intention was that there 
would be fewer.

Mr. Reg McCabe: Numerically, if 80 town councils are replaced by approximately 100 mu-
nicipal districts - let us call them parishes - that represents an increase in the number of parishes.  
I am not talking about the number of councillors.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: They will not have the same teeth as town councils had.

Mr. Reg McCabe: That is a political question.  We are simply concerned about efficiency 
and cost.  Their relative powers are the subject of a political question on which we cannot com-
ment.

Senator  Cáit Keane: On the issue of municipal districts, Dublin is the classic example of a 
place where there was no town council but where there will now be municipal districts.  How-
ever, this system will not cost more because in the Dublin area there were always area commit-
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tees and there will be no need for special offices.  Some areas already have offices, for example, 
Lucan, but there is none in Rathfarnham.  There will be no extra area offices until such time 
as the council sees a need for such an office.  In areas where there are no town councils there 
have always been area committees, but these committees had no power.  Now there will be a 
statutory devolution of functions from the council to these areas which will be called districts.  
IBEC is looking at the number of areas and stating there will be extra requirements because 
the area committees were not counted.  However, area committees were already in place.  The 
town I am from originally, Clifden, never had a town council, but it had a county area commit-
tee.  Therefore, this is not creating extra requirements but is streamlining what we have in place.  
As Deputy Marcella Corcoran Kennedy said, there will be fewer councillors overall.  Granted, 
because of the population of Dublin, there will be more in that county.

The issue of rates seems to be a main focus for IBEC.  The streamlining of the enterprise 
boards in local enterprise offices, LEOs, will focus on having more input from local authority 
and community members to bring businesses to each county, rather than leaving it to Enterprise 
Ireland or enterprise boards where the focus is not on local areas.  That is good.  Also, for the 
first time, councillors will have the authority to reduce rates by 15%.

Mr. Reg McCabe: If they pass that view, but it will be at their discretion.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I can see that being done, particularly where councils have some lee-
way with regard to cash flow.  Not all have done so, but the discretion is there to do it and it is 
up to businesses to lobby for a move in that reduction.  The AMAI mentioned that there should 
be varying mechanisms and rates in different areas and in areas better able to carry the higher 
rates.  Since the 2001 Act, there has been a facility to raise local government community funds 
- let us call them rates.  for example, councillors and businesses may want to pay extra rates 
to allow free parking.  This can be done under the 2001 Act, under the provision relating to the 
local community fund, provided everybody agrees to it and pays up, not just regular businesses.  
Some businesses are hidden in that they are not paying rates, but they are making profits.

Mr. Reg McCabe: Exactly.

Chairman: Online businesses and so on.

Senator  Cáit Keane: Yes; this can be counted if it is agreed that businesses are part of the 
community, rather than just being seen as paying rates.  There are different mechanisms avail-
able to us; there are different ways to skin a cat.  If areas do not have jobs and people are being 
put out of business, we are on a hiding to nothing.  The provision will give local councillors 
leeway to reduce rates where businesses cannot afford them.

Mr. Reg McCabe: The issue of local government structures generally is something of a 
difficulty for us because we are here to discuss the provisions of the Bill and issues around the 
cost of local government.  If we were to have a position on local government reform generally, 
it would be along the lines that the number of local authorities should be reduced.  I am reluctant 
to mention a figure by which they should be reduced, but it would be substantially below what 
it is.  We would like to see considerable rationalisation in the local government structure.

There are significant variations in the head counts in local authorities, between the authori-
ties in Dublin which cover a substantial population and those at the other end of the scale that 
are so small one wonders whether they are viable, particularly in counties such as Leitrim and 
Longford.  I have nothing against these places, but in the interests of reducing costs and in-
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creasing effectiveness, IBEC as a business organisation would support substantial reform and 
restructuring in the local government sector.  That would be a longer term aspiration.  I point, 
for example, to what is happening in Northern Ireland where the number of local authorities 
has been reduced to 12 or so.  The legislation providing for this reduction will be implemented 
from next year.  It will be interesting to see how it is implemented in places such as Belfast and 
its impact. 

I am reluctant to get into a political debate on town councils, but as the matter has arisen in 
a number of contributions, I will make a comment.  There are 80 town councils which cover 
15% of the population.  It is said this level of local government is important, but I wonder how 
effective it is considering that it is focused on such a small percentage of the population.  This 
is a debate that can be continued.  I am not convinced the municipal districts will be highly ef-
fective, but at least the new structure will be implemented in all local authority areas.  It will be 
more universal, whereas the town council structure is patchy in terms of its impact.

That is all I have to say, but perhaps Ms Caulfield might like to add to what I have said.

Ms Anne Marie Caulfield: I wish to respond to one or two questions regarding rates.  Dep-
uty Catherine Murphy mentioned vacant properties in rural areas, small towns and some town 
centres.  I am in business as a landlord also and it makes no sense to me that where a property 
is vacant, I pay rates on it.  If it is vacant, I am making no income from it.  Such a property is 
a charge on my business and, therefore, has a knock-on impact on business.  It does not seem 
reasonable to have to pay rates in that instance.

Retail businesses are the biggest employer in the country, with approximately 250,000 em-
ployees in the sector.  If businesses wish to let properties to new businesses or people who want 
to set up a business, they will be asked two questions by prospective clients - about the rent 
and the rates payable.  We have control over one of these areas, the rent payable but not rates.  
However, the rates payable are often the linchpin which determine whether somebody will 
proceed with setting up in a premises, particularly in smaller towns and locations where there 
are significant numbers of vacant properties.  for a small business, with one or two jobs, these 
issues all count.

With regard to the provision providing for a reduction in rates by up to 15%, this would be 
welcome.  However, as Senator Cáit Keane said, this is where a local authority can afford it.  
The question must also be asked whether the business can afford the rates charged or not to re-
ceive a reduction.  We have all cut our cloth and gone through painful processes to reduce costs 
while paying all of the additional charges required to be paid.  Therefore, it is not unreasonable 
for us to expect to see a reduction in rates for businesses.  

The idea that additional moneys can be collected to facilitate the provision of free parking 
and so on which all add to footfall and help to generate business is positive in theory, but few 
businesses can afford to pay additional charges.  The principle is a good one, but whether it is 
practical for many businesses is the question.

Mr. Reg McCabe: I wish to make a final point on the structure of the commercial rates sys-
tem.  It is just picking up on Deputy Murphy’s comment about Intel.  The system is heavily bi-
ased against the larger companies.  That is to do with the way the valuation system operates, in 
other words, the way in which values are attributed to particular locations or businesses.  There 
is a heavy bias against the bigger players.  for example, the biggest rates payer that I have iden-
tified within our organisation is paying €1.8 million.  The difficulty is that company is losing 
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money, but it is still required to pay the rates.  I am not saying that €1.8 million is typical.  The 
company is exceptional, but it is a fact that the proprietor is writing a cheque for €1.8 million to 
a particular local authority every year, irrespective of the level of service he is drawing down.

On the point generally, in Dublin city, half of the €350 million in rates income comes from 
less than 3% of companies in Dublin.  There are nearly 25,000 ratepayers in Dublin, 600 of 
whom pay  €170 million between them - in other words, 3% of the companies are paying 50% 
of the rates.  I say this merely to illustrate how inequitable it is.  There are few defenders around 
here of big companies, but the rates system is highly inequitable in the impact as between the 
small, medium and large.  While we are on the topic of the need for reform of the valuation 
system, that is a point worth making.

Senator  Cáit Keane: The witnesses mentioned what had been done in Northern Ireland.  
There are 12 local authorities in the Six Counties.

On the rates issue, in Northern Ireland they changed it for the big multiples recently so that 
the bigger multiples pay more rates than the smaller ones.  What is IBEC’s feeling on that be-
cause it has been mooted in different submissions down here?

Mr. Reg McCabe: We would be reluctant to target any particular sector.  We welcome the 
property tax.  We think there is scope for the commercial rates contribution to be diluted by big-
ger contributions.  After all, at the end of the day, it is all about the users of the service paying 
for the service.  I would contend that the vast majority of the services delivered by local authori-
ties are consumed by householders and that is where the main focus should be.  The system has 
developed over the decades on the basis of the householders getting a free ride and the impact 
was that all of the costs were levied on businesses.  There is now an opportunity to re-balance 
that in a fair way.  It is certainly not fair as it is structured.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: If Mr. McCabe says that the bigger ratepayers are dispro-
portionately impacted and the same take must come from the business sector, presumably, he 
is talking about a redistribution between the large, medium and small.  Has IBEC done any 
calculations on the impact on the smaller ones?  In fact, proportionately, the SME sector would 
probably be the largest employer.  I presume that would impact on jobs.

On the funding of local authorities, the local property tax will not make a difference.  In the 
general purposes grant, motor taxation was ring-fenced.  The motor taxation receipts started 
dropping in 2008.  They fell from €999 million in 2007-08 to just over €600 million in the gen-
eral purposes grant.  As the household charge came in, the general purposes grant dropped.  As 
the property tax is coming in, it is dropping further.  It is a replacement tax.  It will not provide 
what Mr. McCabe is talking about.  In fact, it is likely to take more money out of the pockets 
of the customers who will be shopping in the shops of which he spoke and it will not produce a 
fund large enough to make any kind of a different.  There is less money to spend in the overall 
sense.  It will not make the difference that will produce an option to reduce rates that might 
reduce costs where the consumer gets a benefit on the other side of it.  I do not see the logic of 
Mr. McCabe’s argument in that regard.

Mr. Reg McCabe: We listen to what the Minister and the Government have to say.  We 
understood that it would be their intention to provide this level of re-balancing, but perhaps we 
are being a little naive.  It would still be our strong ambition that the Government would deliver 
on that commitment.  We certainly feel that it should.
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On the issue of large versus small, it would be helpful as a reform to put a cap on rates where 
one would pay rates based on a valuation system, as one does now, but up to a particular figure.  
That would provide an incentive to employment if one expanded.  That cap could be set at, for 
example, €500,000, and one simply would not pay anything over €500,000, irrespective of the 
scale of one’s company.  That would be a much fairer way.  As matters stand, ultimately, the 
figure for rates for any particular location is infinite.  There is no upper limit.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: for example, the Tesco store in Naas, one of the biggest 
Tesco stores in Ireland, is built on the periphery of the town.  One can see that it had a major 
impact on the main street.  In fact, it did not create new jobs but relocated them, and the profits 
are repatriated.

Mr. Reg McCabe: Presumably, that store was located on the basis of the retail planning 
guidelines which were approved by the local authority.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: We will question that, but it is neither here nor there.

Mr. Reg McCabe: The decision was taken.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: My point is that if one puts a cap on its rates, one gives Tesco 
or a big company such as that the advantage as against the myriad smaller retail stores that pro-
duce not only rates but a vibrant town centre.

Mr. Reg McCabe: fair enough.  The other side of that argument is the bigger company is 
not drawing down more services.  As it is increasing in scale, it is not having a bigger impact in 
terms of local government.  It is making a contribution.

Senator  Cáit Keane: May I make a comment?

Chairman: There are two minutes left.

Senator  Cáit Keane: The property tax is giving more power locally.  Deputy Catherine 
Murphy states it does not make a whit of a difference.  The fact that there is more money com-
ing in to local authorities from the households takes a little of a burden off the businesses.  It 
also gives more discretion locally.  It will provide an incentive to every local authority, particu-
larly through the local enterprise offices, LEOs, and ensure they do not sit back and say that 
they will be all right on the night because the equalisation fund will sort them out.  There is now 
an incentive for every local authority to get out there to do its damnedest to ensure that it looks 
for all the businesses that it can.  It gives more autonomy in the raising of money, the spending 
of money and everything else.  I could not leave on the record that it does not make a whit of 
difference.  There will be more money anyway.  That will make a big difference.

Chairman: We will conclude this section of the meeting.  I thank Mr. McCabe and Ms 
Caulfield for their attendance and interaction with us.  It is much appreciated.  Is féidir leo 
imeacht anois.

We will suspend for a couple of minutes to allow the next batch of visitors to come in.

Sitting suspended at 3.29 p.m. and resumed at 3.30 p.m.

Chambers Ireland
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Chairman: I welcome Mr. Ian Talbot, CEO, and Mr. Seán Murphy, deputy CEO, from 
Chambers Ireland.  I call on Mr. Talbot to make his presentation.

Mr. Ian Talbot: I thank the Chairman.  It is a great pleasure to be here.  I do not propose to 
read through the submission we supplied yesterday.  I hope we can take it as read.  I will focus 
on a few key topics contained in the submission.

Chambers Ireland fully supports the ongoing reform of local government.  We compliment 
those who work in the area on the efforts they have made to change and restructure local gov-
ernment in recent years.  There are others would could learn from what has been done in this 
regard.  However, much remains to be done, and all too often we end up relying on businesses 
- as taxpayers - to cover excessive costs.  We see ourselves as being particularly well placed to 
comment on local government issues as a result of the fact that we have a chamber of commerce 
in virtually every town throughout the country.  This means that we receive almost constant 
feedback with regard to what is happening on the ground.  Local chambers are typically heavily 
involved with their local authorities in the context of engaging in dialogue and, in most cases, 
trying to resolve issues.

We are of the view that more needs to be done at local authority level to achieve greater 
efficiency and to support the business community.  At a structural level, mergers and the eradi-
cation of duplication of services must continue to be implemented and delivered.  The savings 
achieved in this regard must result in a reduction in costs for the business community.  We all 
know that in order to aid Ireland’s recovery, all business costs must be reduced.  Business has 
gone a long way towards reducing its own costs, but local authority charges on businesses tend 
to take the form of a fixed cost, regardless of their profitability or otherwise.  They fall into the 
category of costs which need to continue to be restructured and reduced in order that Ireland 
can become more competitive and that we can create more jobs.  We must seek to do this, of 
course, without any reduction in the quality of front-line services, through mechanisms such as 
back office consolidation, the flattening of hierarchies, the application of shared services best 
practice and, where appropriate, business process outsourcing.

It is clear that there are many issues which affect town centres.  The retail sector is obviously 
very significant to the job creation market and has been extremely hard hit.  The impact of rents 
and rates as business costs is significant, as is the effect of parking charges.  The abolition of 
town councils and the creation of municipalities is creating concerns across our network.  We 
need to be sure that costs will not be increased in a number of ways, not least as we integrate 
municipal districts into the wider county areas.  There is also concern about perverse incentives, 
under the funding formula built into the legislation, that could lead to an increase in car parking 
charges.  Our members would generally like to see the provision of some free car parking in 
town centres in order to encourage people to return to those centres.

On business supports, the local enterprise offices, LEOs, are in the process of being es-
tablished.  These are vital, and we continue to recommend that business representatives and 
chamber members should be involved in the governance of LEOs.  These offices should be 
exclusively focused on their core remit of supporting start-ups and SMEs with up to ten staff 
and ensure that there is no replication of services already provided by the private sector.  In 
addition, LEOs should be visible, accessible and functional.  Anecdotal evidence to the effect 
that some of these expectations are not being met is beginning to emerge.  LEOs are supposed 
to be very visible in county council offices but we are hearing stories to the effect that they are 
going to be hidden at the back of the second floor and will not be an accessible resource.  It is 
early days in the context of the establishment of the LEOs, but there is a need to get on with it 
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and deliver.  The evidence to which I refer is anecdotal in nature because the LEOs are at such 
an early stage of their development.

Chambers Ireland advocated the introduction of a local property tax for many years.  We 
see this tax as providing an opportunity to ensure the effective funding of local authorities in 
the wake of the steady reduction in the general purpose grant.  However, the tax must be spent 
at local level in order to reduce pressure on businesses.  In recent days a debate has been taking 
place in Cork City Council in respect of an increase in the rates for businesses.  We do not think 
this is the right time to introduce such an increase and it would not be helpful.  Such increases 
become a threat to competitiveness and jobs.

Another issue about which our members are concerned is the treatment of vacant premises 
for rates purposes.  The Local Government Bill contains a provision to standardise the rates 
rebate to 50% on vacant premises.  This could be harmful to business which are trying to down-
size, lease out some of their properties or just survive.  At present, there is much more flexibil-
ity in the system.  A possible solution would be the introduction of a stepped process whereby 
a rebate of 90% would be paid in the first period for which a property is vacant.  This rebate 
would then be paid on a decreasing basis over time in order to give owners the opportunity to 
re-let their premises or whatever.

Procurement is a vital area and one of great concern to small businesses in particular.  Ten-
dering for contracts from local authorities is really important for such businesses throughout the 
country.  The State and local authorities must be responsible buyers.  We fully accept the need to 
drive cost savings for the State from procurement, etc., but we must ensure that we also actively 
support local economies through procurement policies while remaining aware that the cheapest 
option will not necessarily be the appropriate, value-for-money option that will supply the best 
outcome.  It is extremely important that local authorities use procurement professionals who 
will provide feedback in respect of the tendering process both pre- and post-decision.  Local 
authorities must also adopt appropriate qualification criteria.  In other words, the qualification 
criteria relating to a tender must relevant to what is being purchased.  A three-year trading his-
tory and profits running into the multi-millions are not necessarily relevant when it comes to 
purchasing a few glasses to go on a table.

The final issue which arises - it arose again in recent days for a number of our members - is 
that of revaluation.  I refer here to the underlying valuation of a premises and not the annual 
rate that is struck.  There are huge concerns in this regard.  In light of the problems with the 
Valuation Act 2001, the Valuation (Amendment) Bill 2012 was introduced.  However, the lat-
ter stalled very early in the legislative process and we have not really had an opportunity to 
influence the debate on it.  Many businesses are just as concerned about the underlying rateable 
valuation as they are about the annual rate that is struck.  We are also of the view that there is 
a necessity for some key amendments in respect of the definition relating to a material change 
of circumstances.  We are of the view that this definition should include economic viability be-
cause at present it tends to be based on, for example, the impact of a wall being built near one’s 
premises.  The latter is a material change of circumstances but we would like some economic 
criteria taken into account in this regard.  Another matter in respect of which amendment will 
be required is that relating to tenants only being responsible for the payment of rates from the 
date of occupation.  In addition, a hardship clause might be introduced.

The SME sector is extremely important to the regeneration of growth and jobs in the econ-
omy.  SMEs and local authorities form a vital combination when they work together.  It is very 
important for our members that local government will be set up in the correct way for the future.
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Chairman: I thank Mr. Talbot.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: I thank Mr. Talbot and his organisation for their submission.  As 
we stated to our previous guests, it is important that the committee obtain a cross-section of 
opinion on the Local Government Bill in order that members might - when they have analysed 
and scrutinised the legislation - amend it, where possible, on Committee Stage.  My party is 
opposed to the Bill in principle because it does not agree with abolition of town councils to the 
extent proposed.  We recognise that there is a need for streamlining and that the level of dupli-
cation must be addressed, but not to the extent proposed.  We are of the view that what is being 
done is merely a cost-saving and populist exercise on the Government’s part.  I am cognisant 
of the relevance of and the regard for the institutions of the State.  That was significant in the 
referendum result, for example, in respect of the Seanad.  That is an aside.  We were afraid it 
might be at the expense of local democracy.  That is the background of where we come from.  
That said, we recognise the democratic process and what is expected in the numbers in terms of 
legislation.  We must seek to raise issues where we consider it  necessary to do so, seek change 
where we believe it necessary, with the consent of the Government parties, and seek consen-
sus on the legislation that will go through the House.  To that end, we welcome the witnesses’ 
detailed analysis of what is contained in the Bill and any amendments they consider may be 
necessary from their perspective in order to help their members throughout the country.  We 
recognise there are up to 800,000 people in small and medium-sized enterprises who are affili-
ated to Chambers Ireland.  We have all worked closely with various chambers throughout the 
country and continue to do so.  

The most pressing issue in all our towns and cities these days is that of commercial viability 
against a background of strained realities, and costs are looked at in every sense.  While com-
mercial rent has decreased substantially, commercial rates have not.  We are pursuing a com-
plete overhaul of the commercial rates system with a view to putting in place a system that is 
cognisant of existing rents, turnover and ability to pay in an effort to seek to address the imbal-
ance that has grown in respect of out-of-town and town centre viability and vibrancy.  We hope 
to make amendments in order to address that issue.

The other point made was that municipal authorities and so forth may be just a window-
dressing exercise, giving the impression that there is autonomy or power within them.  from my 
analysis of the legislation, I do not think that is the case.  The big issue, again, is that of rates 
and how they might be rebalanced as between county and town rates or county and city rates, 
and there is talk of a 10% variance up or down that has to be addressed over a ten-year period.  
The witnesses’ comments in that regard would be welcome also.

The amalgamation within the local authorities of local development companies is a concept 
we welcome.  However, the mechanism is another issue.  We hope there is agreement by ne-
gotiation with the staff rather than imposition in order to ensure a smooth move and its success 
into the future.  There is no doubt that many councillors would favour that move by virtue of 
the accountability they bring to the table in terms of how the money in the public purse is spent.  
I welcome that and hope the negotiations come to a speedy conclusion with a view to the move 
taking place in the new year.

I thank the witnesses for their submission and look forward to further submissions from 
them in respect of Committee Stage of the Bill.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: Mr. Ian Talbot mentioned that he would like to 
see more business process outsourcing.  Will he please explain this a little more?  In regard to 
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his submission on procurement, we learned this morning from the County and City Managers’ 
Association that Kerry County Council is the national procurement office for the local authori-
ties and that within each local authority a procurement officer has been appointed.  As there are 
some significant concerns, has Mr. Talbot met the association to address that issue and perhaps 
make proposals on how he sees it being rolled out?

Mr. Ian Talbot: May I reply?

Chairman: Yes.

Mr. Ian Talbot: In regard to business process outsourcing, the logic of the State putting in 
place a clear process for the delivery of certain routine services can be very efficient.  It can be 
very efficient to get a private sector organisation to do that work.  However, one has to get from 
where one is to where one needs to be before one starts to outsource.  If one tries to outsource 
a process that is not clearly defined, understood and working, it will go wrong.  The process 
we would like to see in place is one that has been clearly defined.  Some of these things are 
working.  for example, we learned last year that the Revenue Commissioners are using Abtran 
in Cork for much of their work around the collection of the local property tax.  Apart from one 
minor glitch it has worked extremely well.  That shows it can work.  It was a brand new process.  
It was not redoing something that has already been done.  Something we look at frequently 
is aspects of passport issuing and whether the State needs to carry out all the components of 
passport issuance.  While that is not directly relevant to local authorities, I cite it as an example.  
Equally, there are plenty of examples in local authorities, such as motor taxation, where there is 
a much better system in place than a few years ago.  Earlier in the week, Dublin City Council 
closed its motor tax office for a week as it could not cope with the volume of activity.  That is 
not a good indicator that the process is working well.  If a private sector organisation had to do 
that, great surprise would be expressed.

The key is to identify processes and tasks that could potentially be outsourced without any 
risk to the State.  Sorting out those processes effectively, perhaps through a shared service cul-
ture, is crucial.  I am aware that in local authorities many processes are being delivered through 
shared services.  This leads on to the Deputy’s second comment on the work that Kerry County 
Council is doing in the area of procurement.  Once a process has been clearly defined and is 
working reasonably well, greater efficiencies can be achieved by taking certain aspects of it 
and outsourcing it completely to a third-party independent provider who will organise delivery 
hours and everything else.  I hope that answers the Deputy’s question about business process 
outsourcing and where we see it.  Wholesale outsourcing is not our view of life; it is very much 
a steady and balanced process towards a better model.  Jumping from where we are now to out-
sourcing will go wrong.  In the past we have seen outsourcing opportunities go horribly wrong, 
as in the PPARS fiasco, because the proper process had not been followed.  In retrospect it is 
clear.

On the procurement side, there is a centralisation of local authority purchasing into Kerry 
County Council for the past year or 18 months.  A meeting has been scheduled with the organi-
sation the Deputy asked about.  We meet regularly with the CCMA and many county councils 
and our local chambers.  Only a relatively small percentage of activity at State and local author-
ity levels is going to central contracts, while a great deal is still being purchased locally.  Indi-
viduals are being appointed as procurement managers but they need to have the right training, 
education, background and so on to coach them on how to actually manage a tender process 
properly.  Our sense is that there are many good processes but the process is more important 
than the actual purpose, which is to buy something effectively.  Much work is being put into it, 
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and as a result it becomes far too cumbersome.  I refer to the analogy I raised earlier - if one is 
going out to buy only a few staplers that are needed urgently, does one need a ten-page tender 
document?  It is about an appropriate set of criteria and an appropriate process for purchasing.  
It is a worry.  I am sure the County and City Managers’ Association is concerned about what 
percentage of purchasing activity will ultimately have to be done through the central system in 
Kerry County Council versus local discretion.  If 20% of purchasing was through the central 
office and 80% through the local office, that would be a tremendous support to, for example, 
SMEs in an area.  However, I am not sure how strict the guidance is or will be.

The Government must remember the cost of losing jobs, whether as a result of tweaking an 
extra few cent from a contract, resulting in a loss of jobs throughout the country, or of contracts 
going to a different jurisdiction where there is a different minimum wage and tax regime.  It 
must look at the cost of this versus the cost in terms of social welfare and so on in jobs being 
lost in Ireland because too many contracts are leaving the country because of a marginal differ-
ence in price.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I thank Mr. Talbot for his presentation.  Many of the same issues were 
raised in the previous session.  

In his submission Mr. Talbot referred to the motor tax office and spoke about what a private 
company would have done.  In defence of staff in the motor tax office, private companies can 
usually move staff around.  If someone has a base in Lucan, he can switch the staff to the city 
centre by making a telephone call.  This does not happen as much in the public sector, although 
it might be useful if it did.  Private companies might receive more notice of an issue also.  Staff 
in the office in Dublin city were not expecting the queue that materialised because the vehicles 
in question had been off the road.  How were they to know it would be an issue?  I would not 
always defend those in public offices but circumstances change.  I agree, however, that flexibil-
ity is an issue that must be considered if we are to make progress.  When I was involved with 
the local authority, I used to say that when a diktat came down from on high to the local office, 
the wherewithal should have come down with it.

I have noted what Mr. Talbot said about vacant premises, standardisation and having a step-
down approach rather than a blanket 50% charge.  It sounds like some people could bear more 
than others.  He also mentioned tendering and that three companies could now put forward a 
combined tender.  That is a change.

I am sure all businesses were affected recently by the water shortage and are concerned by 
the expense of treated water.  I often mention the fact that only 1% of treated water is used for 
human consumption.  There is an onus on businesses and everybody else to conserve water.  
Water harvesting would save businesses a fortune, particularly following the introduction of 
water rates.  It would also provide a saving for local authorities and those who treat water be-
cause treating water is such an expensive business.  If there was more co-operation in harvest-
ing water, this would reduce the consumption of treated water and costs for both businesses and 
local authorities.

Mr. Ian Talbot: I prefaced my comments on the motor tax office by saying the process was 
very good and had significantly improved on what it was ten years ago.  However, seeing it shut 
down is a concern.  The change that provoked the queues was something the local government 
efficiency review group, of which I was a member and which reported in June 2010, recom-
mended.  It has taken the best part of four years for it to move from being a recommendation 
to being given effect; therefore, there was plenty of time to consider whether there would be 
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an issue.  Perhaps not everybody expected an extra 15,000 tractors to be registered.  We accept 
that these things happen.  The flexibility a private sector contract brings to the table means that 
we can demand more of that contract and in such cases it becomes an issue for the third party to 
deal with a particular situation.  I accept, however, the point made by the Senator.

On the issue of water, Chambers Ireland has long been an advocate of the need for the user 
to pay for the services provided.  In Ireland we have a funny attitude; we fully expect to pay 
for gas which is a natural resource but which has to be mined, piped and delivered to homes in 
a safe and secure manner.  We are perfectly happy to pay a standing charge and user fees for it, 
but we do not seem to want to pay for water which falls as rain and must be harvested, treated 
and delivered to our houses in a secure manner.  That seems different to us because it rains all 
the time.  

In this morning’s Irish Independent a former Member of the Oireachtas, Ivan Yates, spoke 
about his experience in Wales where people pay for water consumption and for water to be 
taken away from their houses.  The assumption is that water will be returned to the system to 
be dealt with.  We believe, from a business and individual perspective, that users should pay 
for services.  This would lead to these services being treated with more respect and it should 
improve consumption levels.  from the business perspective, there needs to be a balance estab-
lished between the cost of treatment and the cost of harvesting and investment in infrastructure.  
We support the establishment of Irish Water in order that we will have a central body to co-
ordinate delivery of the service.

Mr. Seán Murphy: On water harvesting, water still needs treatment.  When water comes 
from the roof, it must still be processed; therefore, there is a significant charge involved in treat-
ing it.

Senator  Cáit Keane: No treatment is necessary if it is just used for gardening purposes or 
in flushing the toilet.  Treatment might be required for the purposes of consumption or other 
uses.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Talbot and Mr. Murphy for their attendance.  Their presentation 
and responses will help to inform us better in our consideration of Committee Stage of the Bill.

Sitting suspended at 4 p.m. and resumed at 4.10 p.m.

Dublin Chamber of Commerce

Chairman: Tá an cruinniú ar siúl arís.  We are back in public session.

On behalf of the committee, I welcome, from the Dublin Chamber of Commerce, Ms Gina 
Quin, the chief executive, and Mr. Aebhric McGibney, director of public affairs.

Ms Gina Quin: I thank the Chairman and the rest of the committee members for allowing 
us to come in and speak to them.  We submitted a document and I am aware the committee is 
taking that as read.

There are three areas on which I will focus in my brief few words.  first, the Dublin cham-
ber, on behalf of its 1,300 member companies with 300,000 employees in the greater Dublin 
area, is supportive of the work that continues to be done in the area of local government ef-
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ficiency.  I sat on the committee that looked specifically at local government efficiency in the 
Dublin area.  Our major concern in this area is the cost of services to business.  When we look 
at the funding that has been provided by businesses to local authorities over recent years, we 
see that, as a percentage of local authority funding, businesses are paying 46% of the total funds 
of local authorities in the Dublin area, whereas in 2008, they were paying 38% of them.  There 
has been a significant increase in the proportion of moneys going into local authority funding 
from businesses.  We would be concerned about that escalation, particularly given that it has 
happened over the five years of the worst recession in many decades in this country.

We fully support local government efficiency.  We want to see local government become 
more effective and more efficient.  We want to see more consolidation of services and less 
duplication.  We are also interested in seeing local authorities really embrace outsourcing as a 
means of gaining that efficiency because not only does it help them to be more efficient but it 
also provides an opportunity for the private sector.

The second area I wanted to mention is the local property tax.  This is something for which 
the Dublin chamber has campaigned for many years.  We are glad to see it introduced  We 
believe that it brings a balance to the taxation for local services, between the domestic house-
holder and the businesses.  To date, businesses have been paying - and householders have not 
been paying - a direct local tax.  The property tax addresses that.

However, we have always campaigned for a local property tax to be put in place on the basis 
that taxes collected locally are spent locally and we have a major concern, particularly follow-
ing a parliamentary question asked by Deputy Barry Cowen in recent times, that the Minister 
has stepped back from an earlier commitment that 80% of the taxes raised locally would be held 
within that local authority and spent on services for the citizens and businesses within that local 
area.  The Minister intends to defer that particular condition of the collection of taxes.  Instead, 
as I understand it, taxes will go into one central pot.  We are looking for clarification from the 
Minister’s office to see whether that is simply a one-year deferral or a more permanent develop-
ment where taxes collected locally will not be spent locally, which we see as a retrograde step.  
It is particularly important that we get clarification of this as we head into a new calendar year 
in which there will be local elections.  We all are in favour of tightening the link between local 
representatives and the citizens who vote them into office.

The committee will not be surprised that the third area I want to raise is one close to the 
Dublin chamber’s heart, that is, the issue of an elected mayor for Dublin.  When I joined the 
chamber in 2001, it was already campaigning for an elected executive mayor for the Dublin 
area.  We do this for good reason.  The global position is that city regions are driving national 
economies.  There is strong evidence to support our belief that Dublin is a significant driver of 
the national economy.  We believe that Dublin, therefore, needs to be run in the most efficient 
and effective way.  Around the world, in cities such as London, New York and Chicago, execu-
tive mayors are key to driving the economies in those city regions and the benefits that those 
city regions accrue for the rest of the economy around them.

We are looking for an elected mayor who can be a strong voice for the Dublin region, who 
can promote the Dublin region internationally and who can ensure that local services across the 
four local authority areas in Dublin are delivered efficiently and effectively, that there is strong 
co-operation and shared objectives and that those local authorities are held accountable.  We 
have debated this issue over many years with the member businesses of the chamber.  We are 
clear that we will only support an elected mayor if it is a mayor who has executive powers.  We 
are not interested in another layer of bureaucracy.  We are not interested in a mere figurehead.  
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We must have executive powers with that office.

Chairman: I call on the only Dublin member present, Senator Keane.

Senator  Cáit Keane: I will start where Ms Quin finished, on the elected mayor.  As she will 
be aware, the consultation is out there.  It will be a matter for the local authorities.

I agree with Ms Quin that there is no point in having a figurehead of a mayor for Dublin if 
the office does not have the powers to go with it.  It would only be another office and another 
bureaucratic facility.

The theory was that 80% of the local property tax raised would be spent locally.  In any-
thing, there is a bedding in period.  It is not easy to change a system, from black to white, in 
one fell swoop.  I can see that there are reasons for deferral.  It is a question we will keep on the 
agenda because that is the theory behind the local property tax.  The deferral is until 2015.  That 
is what has been stated so far.  It is not an ongoing and rolling deferral.  That is my understand-
ing of it but we will question it further.

I do not know whether Ms Quin raised something else, but we have her submission and the 
other ones that were presented by the other two organisations earlier.

On commercial rates, as I stated to IBEC earlier, there is now more leeway to help business-
es at local authority level because heretofore local members did not have a facility to reduce or 
increase the rates by 15%.  That provision now exists.  If there is the wherewithal in counties, 
it is a power of the local authority.

Co-ordination is an issue between businesses and local authorities.  With the chamber, the 
local development companies and the enterprise board being more integrated, the process will 
be more transparent.  It will drive businesses in each county that the responsibility is with the 
county as well rather than having the enterprise boards responsible to Enterprise Ireland and 
one having to spend X amount of money, for example.  This is a good move which will lead 
to greater transparency.  It was either the representatives from Chambers Ireland or IBEC who 
inquired as to whether the offices to which I refer would be hidden away at the back of local 
authority offices.  I can only speak from experience in this regard and inform the committee 
that the enterprise board in south Dublin is very much to the fore.  I hope this will be replicated 
throughout the remaining counties and that people will know, from the off, where to find the 
relevant offices.  They often do not know the location of these offices.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: I am interested in our guests’ position on money 
raised locally being spent locally.  I come from the midlands, the population of which is reach-
ing critical mass, and live in a county which has a very poor rates base.  The equalisation 
measure in place is extremely important to my county in the context of ensuring citizens are 
provided with adequate services.  We rely very heavily on money from more highly populated 
areas.  What is our guests’ position on equalisation?  I am curious to discover their view on the 
measure in this regard, particularly in the context of money remaining in the areas in which it 
is raised.  Not everybody can live in Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Waterford or Galway.  There are 
other counties with smaller populations.  If the local authorities in these counties are to depend 
on the money they raise locally and if there is no overflow from more populated counties, the 
people who live there will not have access to very many services.

Deputy  Barry Cowen: I thank the representatives from Dublin Chamber of Commerce for 
both their presentation and submission.  I accept the sentiment Ms Quin has expressed.  I am 
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glad to hear that water rationing measures are to cease this evening.  It has been a difficult ten or 
12 days for the members of Dublin Chamber of Commerce and residents across the city.  That 
is, however, an issue for another day, particularly in the context of the means and methods that 
will be used to resolve it in the long term.  I hope a mechanism will be put in place to address it 
in the short term.  We will be raising the matter with the powers that be at other fora.

Ms Quin has stated Dublin Chamber of Commerce, in conjunction with the local author-
ity, played an active part in seeking cost efficiencies and so forth in recent years.  I am aware 
that the process in this regard was difficult for both local authorities and the recipients of the 
services they provide.  During the initial two or three year period cost savings of 20% to 25% 
were made by my local authority in the area of manpower.  This meant that my local authority 
and others like it were obliged to seek to provide the same level of service with fewer person-
nel and less funding.  I commend everyone concerned for achieving the necessary efficiencies.  
These efficiencies continue to be achieved by means of changes to procurement processes, etc.

What Deputy Marcella Corcoran Kennedy said reflects the methodology and reasoning be-
hind the parliamentary question I tabled to the Minister about this matter.  I understand he pre-
viously gave a commitment to the effect that what was raised locally would be retained locally.  
The money raised in Dublin by means of the local property tax would amount to in the region 
of €50 million over and above the amount available under the existing equalisation measure.  It 
is in the latter context that I asked the Minister to make a firm statement on what was the long-
term objective in this area, irrespective of what might be the position in order for people to ad-
dress the ensuing situation in the wake of the original statement on his part.  I hope clarification 
from him will be forthcoming.  I have my doubts about his remarks to the effect that the deferral 
will only apply next year.  I expect that in 2014 he will continue to state the deferral will remain 
in place for a longer period.  I agree that clarity and finality are required in this issue.

I fully support our guests’ views on a directly elected mayor for Dublin.  In the context of the 
Local Government Bill, my party produced a document which detailed our support for directly 
elected mayors who would have effective executive powers, not only in Dublin but also in the 
other major cities throughout the country.  While I welcome the plebiscite, I do not believe it is 
necessary to hold one.  The matter could have been dealt with in the legislation.

There is a need for a complete overhaul of rates.  I am aware that a revaluation was carried 
out in Dublin, but I do not believe this addressed all of the issues our guests’ members would 
have raised.  We will be tabling amendments that would lead to the creation of a system which, 
at its core, would be cognisant of the position on commercial rents.  There has been a reduction 
in such rents in recent years, but there has been no corresponding fall in commercial rates.  This 
matter must be addressed.  We are of the view that some weight must be attached to turnover 
and the ability of business owners to pay.

I request that our guests furnish the committee with amendments they believe might reflect 
their requirements or address the deficiencies they see in the legislation.  We are all realists and 
expect that the Government will exercise its majority in the passage of the Bill through both 
Houses.  However, I hope there will be consensus on a wide range of issues and that we will be 
in a position to seek agreement on particular amendments.  To that end, I ask our guests to make 
available to the members of the committee suggestions they may wish to bring forward.  I hope 
we will be able to work further with them on this matter.

Ms Gina Quin: I will deal, first, with the issue raised by Senator Cáit Keane in respect of 
the 80% deferral.  Our concern is that the Minister was not clear in his answer to Deputy Barry 



JOINT COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT, CULTURE AND THE GAELTACHT

63

Cowen’s parliamentary question on the period for which this deferral would be in place.  It is 
couched within the context of the establishment of Irish Water.  We agree that water is an abso-
lutely essential resource and that during the past eight or ten days Dublin has experienced water 
shortages.  In such circumstances, there is an urgent need for this matter to be addressed.  In the 
context of investing in water infrastructure, the decision to be made must reflect the long-term 
reality.  We are concerned that there will not be a clear cut-off point at the end of 2015 in respect 
of the reinstatement of 80:20 rule relating to local authority funding.  We will be seeking further 
clarification from the Minister on whether the 80% to which he committed will come into place 
in 2015.

With regard to Deputy Marcella Corcoran Kennedy’s question on equalisation, we recog-
nise that there are very significant differences between various areas of the country in the con-
text of population base, the commercial rates base, etc.  We must also recognise the scale and 
scope of Dublin.  The greater Dublin area accounts for 40% of the population on the island.  The 
individuals who live within that area must be provided with adequate services.  The other factor 
which is very real for local authorities in the context of planning is that the Central Statistics 
Offices estimates that the population of the greater Dublin area, currently 1.3 million, will rise 
to over 2 million by 2020.  That is a significant increase and we must seek to run slightly ahead 
of the estimates in providing services and putting in place the necessary infrastructure such as 
schools, adequate water supplies, roads, public transport, housing - a major consideration - and 
so on.  Many of these are supported and supplied by local authorities.

While I appreciate that there are challenges throughout the country, I am strongly of the 
view that the principle of 80% of local taxes being retained in the areas in which they are raised 
should be implemented.  Dublin will, of course, continue to contribute very significantly in 
terms of the income tax spend.  Over 50% of the national income tax yield, 62% of the national 
VAT yield and 59% of the national corporation tax yield emanate from the Dublin area.  It is 
still making a major contribution to Exchequer funding and revenues and, as a result, we want 
the principle to which I refer to be implemented.  It is a question of connecting local services 
with political representatives, such as local councillors, who have responsibility for those ser-
vices.  With regard to the plebiscite, I agree with Deputy Cowen that we might have moved 
more quickly, but we are confident that the online surveys the Lord Mayor, Oisín Quinn, is 
conducting will show a very strong level of public support for an elected mayor of Dublin.  We 
are somewhat concerned by some of the discussion about local authorities having the ability to 
veto the legislation.  We think it should be up to all of Dublin’s local authorities to collectively 
make the decision on whether to hold a plebiscite next May, in tandem with the local elections.  
It has been shown empirically in other cities that a mayor can have a significant effect, not only 
on the economy of the region and Ireland as a whole, but also on the well-being of all citizens 
living here now or in the future.

Senator  Cáit Keane: The aforementioned survey and consultation are being carried out by 
all four local authorities and I understand the decision will be based on their combined weighted 
percentage votes.

The local property tax is relevant to the equalisation fund to which Deputy Corcoran Ken-
nedy referred.  In 1976 approximately 62% of local government funding was locally sourced 
from rates.  The figure changed drastically after the abolition of rates.  By 1982 the proportion 
had reversed, with 67% of funding coming from the national level.  We are reverting to the 
position of 1976.  It is not new that he who pays the piper calls the tune.  Local authorities regu-
larly ask to be given more powers but if they need power they also need to be able to raise their 
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own money.  However, as not every county has a sufficient business base, the equalisation fund 
will have to change that.  Some counties will perform better than others and a central fund will 
always be needed for smaller counties.  There is no way that Longford will be able to produce 
similar amounts to Dublin.

Mr. Aebhric McGibney: To clarify, I have a draft of the legislation in front of me.  Section 
61 of the draft Bill requires that a resolution be passed by each of the four local authorities in 
Dublin.  It is possible that three local authorities will be in favour of a directly elected mayor 
with strong powers but the opposition of the fourth defeats the proposal.  The bar is very high 
in terms of the legislation.

We are happy to share our analysis of the legislation with the committee.  A point was made 
about water supplies.  Dublin faces particular problems with water and we would welcome an 
opportunity to speak to the committee about this subject on another occasion.  There has been 
a delay in the provision of the alternative sources of supply that Dublin desperately needs.  
Dublin has 800 km of pipes older than 100 years and they need to be replaced.  Some level of 
redundancy will need to be built into the system from an enterprise point of view, for industries 
that are heavily dependent on water and that would not be in Ireland without adequate water 
supplies.

Chairman: I thank the witnesses for their contributions.  This is an important part of our 
deliberations in advance of Committee Stage of the Bill.

The joint committee adjourned at 4.25 p.m. until 12.45 p.m. on Tuesday, 12 November 
2013.


