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SCRUTINY oF EU LEgISLATIvE PRoPoSALS

Scrutiny of EU Legislative Proposals

Chairman: We will continue scrutiny of the following EU legislative proposals - Sched-
ule A: CoM(2013)480; CoM(2013)768; CoM(2013) 769; Schedule  B: CoM(2013)743.  
CoM(2013) 480 is a proposal for regulation of the European Parliament and the EU Council of 
the monitoring, reporting and verification of carbon dioxide emissions from maritime transport 
and amending Regulation (EU) No. 525/2013, text with EEA relevance; SWD(2013) 237 final; 
SWD(2013) 236 final.  It is proposed that this proposal does not warrant further scrutiny.  Is 
this agreed?  Agreed.

COM (2013) 768 is ratification of the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol to 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change - proposal for a Council deci-
sion on the conclusion of the Doha Amendment to the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change and the joint fulfilment of commitments thereun-
der. It is proposed that this proposal does not warrant further scrutiny.  Is this agreed?  Agreed.

CoM (2013) 769 is a proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the 
Council amending Regulation (EU) No 552/2013 as regards the technical implementation of 
the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.  It is 
proposed that this proposal does not warrant further scrutiny.  Is this agreed?  Agreed.  CoM 
(2013) 743 is a proposal for a Council Decision on establishing the position to be taken at the 
18th ordinary meeting of the contracting parties of the Barcelona Convention for the Protection 
of the Environment and the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean, with regard to the proposal 
for amending annexes II and III to the protocol concerning the special protected areas and 
biological biodiversity in the Mediterranean and with regard to the proposal for adoption of a 
regional action plan on marine litter.  It is proposed that this proposal does not warrant further 
scrutiny.  Is this agreed?  Agreed.

Management of Sewage Sludge: Cré

Chairman: We will now consider the management of sewage sludge and biofertiliser with 
representatives of the board of Cré – the Composting Association of Ireland.  The witnesses are 
Mr. Percy Foster and Mr. Maurice Cremin and I thank them for their attendance.

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

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

Before we commence, I wish to make a couple of points.  Producing compost is effectively 
a means of using what we once considered as waste and did not see much advantage or profit in 
it.  It is environmentally-friendly and economically beneficial to us, especially when engaged 
in on a large scale.  It is a key ingredient in organic farming, which is a growing sector in Irish 
agriculture, and it is also important as a natural cover in landfill sites and as a source of energy 
through the generation of biogas.

Composting on a large scale can help protect and develop ecosystems by control erosion, 
assisting in the reclamation of land and in the construction wetlands.  on a smaller scale, many 
people engage in simple composting in their domestic gardens and this is also good for the 
environment.  Nowadays it is a very common feature of housekeeping to see compost bins in 
people’s back gardens.

Much of the same can be said in regard to biofertilisers.  These can be used as a natural fer-
tiliser and pesticide and help reduce the use of artificial fertilisers and pesticides.  They contain 
living micro-organisms which help to restore the natural nutrient cycle in the soil and greatly 
enrich its fertility.

I hope the witnesses will assist us in our consideration of this very important topic.  It is very 
germane to our committee and that is why the witnesses are here.  I know we will benefit from 
this meeting.  I invite Mr. Percy Foster to make his opening statement.

Mr. Percy Foster: I thank the Chairman for the opportunity to talk to him, Deputies and 
Senators about the management of sewage sludge in Ireland.  It gives our association the op-
portunity to highlight the need for certain legislative changes we believe would improve the 
way sewage sludge is managed and protect our food safety record.  This is an important topic as 
it affects our environmental sustainability as well as our food production and marketing.  I am 
accompanied today by a colleague, Mr. Maurice Cremin, who will also be a witness.

In 2008, the Food Safety Authority of Ireland published a report on the management of 
organic materials going onto land in Ireland.  On pages 18 to 21 of this report, it examined the 
management of sewage sludge in Ireland.  The report outlined that the Food Safety Authority of 
Ireland had concerns about food safety.  These were based on a number of exemptions provided 
for in the Waste Management (Use of Sewage Sludge in Agriculture) Regulations.  The author-
ity, in its report, made a number of recommendations and got commitments from the Depart-
ment of the Environment, Community and Local government to make legislative changes to 
help protect food safety in Ireland.

Five years later in 2013, Cré decided to examine the current state of play on the manage-
ment of sewage sludge.  We compared the findings and recommendations of the 2008 Food 
Safety Authority of Ireland report to the current situation.  Cré determined the facts by sending 
a survey to local authorities using the European Communities (Access to Information on the 
Environment) Regulations 2007.  The results of this survey were collated and formed the con-
tent of the Cré report, The Management of Sewage Sludge in Ireland, which I have provided to 
this committee.

The main results from the 2013 Cré report were: the vast majority of local authorities were 
making it a requirement in contracts that sludge is managed according to the Department of the 
Environment, Community and Local government’s Code of good Practice for the Use of Bio-
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solids in Agriculture; five local authorities did not make the code of good practice a requirement 
- a further local authority said it made the code of good practice a requirement but was using the 
exemption in the legislation to spread the sludge untreated onto land; and approximately 23,793 
wet tonnes of untreated sludge were land spread in Ireland in 2012.  In addition to this figure, 
one local authority reported that it land-spread untreated sludge but the figure was provided in 
cubic metres and could not be included in the tonnage figure.

Cré has reviewed the management of sewage sludge in Ireland and is making the following 
recommendations: the Code of good Practice for the Use of Biosolids in Agriculture should be 
put on a legislative footing; and a number of exemptions and provisions in the current regula-
tions should be removed as they conflict with the code of good practice and give rise to food 
safety concerns.

Specific examples of the legislative changes required include: the regulations should be 
changed to prevent untreated sludge being land spread or injected into the soil; the regulations 
should be changed to prevent untreated residual sludge from septic tanks being land spread; the 
regulations should be changed to remove the exemption for wastewater treatment plants with 
fewer than 5,000 population equivalents; and in regard to section 51 of the Waste Management 
Act, lime stabilisation plants are exempt from a waste permit-licence if sludge goes onto agri-
culture land but this should be changed.

It should be noted that Cré’s recommendations are aligned with those in the Food Safety 
Authority of Ireland report of 2008, which I mentioned earlier.  In its report, the Food Safety 
Authority of Ireland outlined the commitment the Department of the Environment, Community 
and Local government gave to it that a limited revision of the regulations would be provided.  
This revision has not been carried out to date.

In its end of year report, Bord Bia valued Ireland’s food and drinks exports at €10 billion, 
which is a major achievement and is worth protecting.  The application of raw sewage sludge 
on land has the potential to put this in jeopardy.  Cré believes the situation needs to be addressed 
now by the legislative changes outlined.  This issue could easily become the next horse meat 
scandal.

I thank the Chairman, Deputies and Senators for providing us with the opportunity to pres-
ent an update on the management of sewage sludge in Ireland.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Foster.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: It was Deputy Corcoran Kennedy and not me who suggested 
we should invite this group in.  I thank the witnesses for providing details of the management 
recommendations that are adhered to in some locations.  It is clear that Irish Water will have a 
role in this regard into the future.  Responsibility for waste water treatment plants is being trans-
ferred to that body.  Does Cré expect that new issues will arise in the context of the new arrange-
ments?  Has Irish Water engaged with Cré on this issue to date?  I would like to ask about the 
tertiary treatment plants, the largest of which are taking in tankerloads of sewage in increasing 
numbers.  A plant in my local area is causing all sorts of problems because the size of the tank-
ers means that certain access routes have to be used.  It appears that the new septic tank regime 
will lead to an increase in arrangements of this kind.  The dry material that comes out at the end 
of the tertiary treatment process goes into landfill.  Is that material of value for spreading on the 
land, or does it have to be sent to landfill?  My final question relates to industries that discharge 
large amounts of waste into treatment plants.  It could be problematic if certain substances used 
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by industry as part of the manufacturing process - heavy metals, etc. - were found in the mate-
rial that is discharged by such industries.  How can that be dealt with?

Mr. Percy Foster: The Deputy’s first question related to Irish Water, which is in the process 
of assuming responsibility for waste water treatment plants.  It is important that adherence to 
the code of good practice is a key requirement when Irish Water issues new contracts for the 
management of sewage sludge.  The answer to the Deputy’s question on whether Irish Water 
has engaged with us on this issue is “No”.  We have sent copies of our report to a range of key 
stakeholders, including Irish Water.  A list of those stakeholders can be found at the back of the 
report.  I am a little unsure about the Deputy’s third question.  Is she referring to septic tanks?

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: I asked about the increasing phenomenon of large tankers 
collecting waste and depositing it in larger treatment plants where there is a tertiary system for 
treating it.

Mr. Percy Foster: My colleague, Mr. Cremin, will answer that question.

Mr. Maurice Cremin: Traditionally, the Irish way of dealing with septic tanks has been to 
suck up the entire contents of the tank to be treated in one way or another.  on the Continent, 
this work is increasingly done by removing the solids from the septic tank.  The issue is the 
sludge rather than the liquid.  The best place for that liquid is to stay in the septic tank, with the 
solids being removed periodically.  The technology that is available on the Continent is quite 
advanced.  Householders there can avail of the services of a contractor who sets up on site for 
approximately an hour, desludges the septic tank and takes away a small volume of material.  
The volume in question might be half a tonne if the septic tank is regularly maintained.  It would 
be a question of taking away half a tonne of material, as opposed to the four tonnes of material 
that would be taken away if the entire thing were removed.  If we were to adopt this model, a 
far smaller volume of sludge would need to be treated.

Mr. Percy Foster: I think the fourth question related to industries that discharge into waste 
water treatment plants.  I understand the EPA controls discharges from industry.  Perhaps a 
representative of that organisation might comment on how it manages and deals with that.  It 
controls the emissions and discharges from facilities as part of its role in licensing industry.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: I also asked about the value and impact of the material that 
could be spread.

Mr. Percy Foster: Sewage sludge has benefits.  It has organic matter and is a source of 
phosphorous.  It has beneficial uses.  It can be used to displace chemical fertilisers.

Deputy  Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: Are facilities such as anaerobic digesters available to sup-
port what Cré wants to happen and to enable it to go ahead?  When the representatives of Cré 
talk about composting, they are talking about anaerobic digestion and the aerobic version of the 
process.  Have they encountered problems in getting the facilities in question?  I will explain 
why I am asking that question.  Local authorities give planning permission for such facilities 
every now and then.  I am thinking particularly of my local authority in Roscommon.  The only 
factor that seems to be considered when planning permission is given for the development of a 
facility in a certain area is whether it is likely to be the subject of relatively little objection.  In 
other words, the facility is located where the residents are least likely to cause trouble about it.  
The proximity principle always seems to be completely ignored when decisions are being made 
on where to locate these facilities.  As a result, the amount of energy required to bring the stuff 
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to the facility is greater than the amount of energy created by the facility at the end of the day.  
It seems - in my county, anyway - that planning decisions are made on the basis of how the wool 
can be pulled over people’s eyes.

I will spell out what the consequence of that attitude is when something like anaerobic di-
gestion is mentioned.  This phenomenal and brilliant technology should be more widely used.  
We should look at what is being done in germany.  When the development of an anaerobic 
digestion facility is proposed, however, people use words like “incinerator” and assign to it 
every negative connotation they can think of.  We seem to be in a heap in this regard at a time 
when facilities of this nature are needed.  At present, meat processing plants have to transport 
material like belly grass to one of these facilities, whereas ideally they would be able to do this 
work on-site.  one of the main worries that people in many of these areas have from a planning 
perspective is that there might be a smell in the local area.  I suggest that those living near some 
of the plants to which I refer might have to endure less of a smell if there was one of these facili-
ties on-site.  It seems that the proximity principle is being ignored, sadly, so that people can be 
codded.  As a consequence, we have very few facilities of this kind.  Are there many facilities 
out there?  Is there much hope of getting new ones?  What way should we go with this?

Mr. Percy Foster: There are composting and anaerobic digestion facilities across the coun-
try.  The key thing is to make sure there is legislative certainty in this area so that those involved 
will be able to invest in the addition of capacity if it is needed.  It is also important to ensure 
the legislation and the code of good practice, which specifies six different treatment processes 
including composting, anaerobic digestion, drying and lime stabilisation, will be adhered to if 
people build these facilities.  They need to be given regulatory certainty when they are making 
an investment in this area.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: Cré mentioned in the results of its 2013 report that 
five local authorities did not make the code of practice a requirement.  Can Mr. Foster or Mr. 
Cremin name the five authorities in question?  Do they know why the local authorities might 
have adopted such a position?

Mr. Cremin suggested that a better way of managing septic tanks would be to take the solids 
out.  Why are we not doing that?  Does he envisage any time in the future when we might do 
so?  He also seems to have concerns over the sludge records from plants servicing fewer than 
5,000 persons and suggests that we should introduce legislation to exempt this.  What has given 
rise to his concerns over this practice?

Mr. Percy Foster: Regarding naming those five local authorities, the Cré board made a 
policy decision at the start of this project not to name individual local authorities’ practice, but 
to focus on the national picture and legislative solutions.  I ask the Deputy to repeat her second 
question.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: Before doing so, perhaps I might come back in on 
the first one.  Without being specific did the local authorities outline why they would not have 
taken that position?

Mr. Percy Foster: They did not and I have appealed the decision not to provide informa-
tion.  I still have not got any feedback from them.

Deputy  Marcella Corcoran Kennedy: I also asked about what Mr. Cremin said about the 
current management of septic tanks and using technology to remove the solids rather than the 
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solids plus liquid.  Will we be able to move to that or do we need new technologies?  It is more 
efficient and better for the environment?

Mr. Percy Foster: Denmark is very well advanced in this regard and is a model for Ireland 
to look at.  In Denmark one collector is contracted by the local authority to collect septic tank 
sludge in a region.  It has this mobile technology.  Contracting one collector in a region gives 
economies of scale and security to the private company to invest in the technology.  It also en-
sures the lowest possible cost for the householder.  An open market with numerous collectors 
operating in an area might lead to a diminished quality of service.  Ireland should examine the 
Danish market for possible use here.

The Deputy asked about our concerns over not having records of sludge for wastewater 
treatment plants servicing fewer than 5,000 people.  That arises from the Food Safety Authority 
of Ireland report.  It expressed concern that because there is no traceability of what happens to 
the sludge in plants servicing fewer than 5,000 people there is a breakdown in traceability and 
thus it has a concern that this emission creates a food safety concern.  That is outlined in the 
2008 Food Safety Authority of Ireland report.

Senator  Denis Landy: I thank the witnesses for the presentation.  I ask them to expand on 
the food safety concerns that have been mentioned.  It is a very big statement in a few words 
and leaves a lot hanging there.

Have the witnesses done any analysis of the cost of changeover either nationally or at local 
authority level?  From where will that investment come?  Who will drive that?

Mr. Percy Foster: our concerns over food safety would have been in terms of re-empha-
sising the 2008 Food Safety Authority of Ireland report.  The exemptions in legislation that I 
mentioned were all outlined in the 2008 Food Safety Authority of Ireland report.

Senator  Denis Landy: Does Mr. Foster have his own views on it?  He is using information 
from another document in his report here.  What are his views on how food might be compro-
mised as a result of what he says is going on here?

Mr. Percy Foster: There are exemptions in the legislation.  We have a code of good practice 
which specifies that untreated sewage sludge should not go onto land.  The Department of the 
Environment, Community and Local government policy is that local authorities should follow 
this code of good practice.  In practice we have found that not all local authorities are follow-
ing this code of good practice because the legislation provides for exemptions allowing them 
to spread untreated sludge onto land.  Where there is no guarantee that all the sewage sludge 
can be treated and processed to ensure no pathogens are introduced into the environment, I am 
concerned about that.

Deputy  Denis Naughten: As I am not a member of this committee, I thank the Chairman 
for giving me the opportunity.  The witnesses are right in pointing out that, as a consistent feed, 
sewage sludge is a very useful fertiliser for land spreading and the Chairman outlined its nu-
merous uses.  I ask the witnesses to comment on residues such as lead, arsenic, etc., that can be 
found in sludge.  How frequently is that happening?  I believe Deputy Catherine Murphy asked 
about chemical discharges from plants into sewage treatment facilities.  How can those residues 
be eradicated?

Deputy Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan asked about the processing capacity.  There are the issues of 
aerobic and anaerobic digestion.  What direction should we take in that regard?  I believe we 
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should choose the anaerobic digestion route because there are problems not only with planning 
but also with environmental issues regarding aerobic digestion and composting, such as smell 
and the location of such facilities.  Particularly with anaerobic digestion, is there not also an is-
sue with the consistency of the feed going in?  When dealing consistently with sewage sludge, a 
consistent product is coming in thereby making it very easy to have a consistent product going 
out.  If it is operating effectively there should be very little down side or smell.  However, when 
septic tank sludge, which is a completely different product, is going into it, it can cause prob-
lems.  The same applies when other feed is going in, including belly grass.  I ask the witnesses 
to comment.  These are genuine concerns over the industry as it operates at present.

Cré has proposed having no land spreading.  Are the witnesses satisfied there is sufficient 
capacity to treat the existing sludge coming from municipal facilities throughout the country if 
the land spreading facility disappeared overnight?  I have heard estimates of 1 million tonnes 
of untreated sludge coming from septic tanks every two to three years once the desludging 
regime comes in.  That represents a significant additional loading on the system.  Do the local 
authority facilities have the capacity to cater for the additional loading if land-spreading was 
not permitted?

I ask Mr. Foster to explain further his comments about the FSAI.  Is there not a difference 
between land-spreading and trailing shoe?  There are also different associated risks depending 
on the production type and whether it is arable, vegetables or livestock on the farm.  I ask the 
witnesses to elaborate on that issue.

The witnesses made a valid point about the removal of solids rather than liquid because 
the liquid is the feed that can be used to keep a septic tank running effectively.  How do we 
deal with the elephant in the room?  Local authorities do not have the capacity to deal with the 
sludge they have at present never mind septic tank sludge coming in on top of it.  That is a very 
inconsistent feed even if they are only taking the solids because of the nature of it.  Consider-
ably more than just sludge is coming into that, including stones and other debris.  How can they 
deal with that inconsistent feed?  Local authority systems are not able to cater for that type of 
feed coming in at the moment unless it is highly diluted.  Does taking the solid off it not cause 
more problems than it solves?

Mr. Percy Foster: The question on the removal of heavy metals is a good one and I will 
revert to the committee with information.  I have not studied the area in great depth.  The next 
question was on capacity with regard to composting versus anaerobic digestion.  Each has its 
own merits.  Anaerobic digestion has the potential to produce a biogas from which electricity 
can be produced.  Having a consistent product like sewerage sludge is good because one must 
be careful not to shock an anaerobic digestion system with dramatic changes of feedstock.  A 
way around this is to slowly introduce a new feedstock over time.  I am not against land spread-
ing across the board; what I am against is land spreading of untreated sewage sludge.  The 
code of good practice states there should be no land spreading of untreated sludge.  If sludge is 
treated to a certain standard by composting, lime stabilisation or drying, it can be land-spread.

The committee may not be aware of the study done through the EPA’s STRIvE research 
programme on septic stank sludge and capacity.  I believe the report will be concluded shortly 
and I look forward to seeing its conclusions and recommendations on how we can deal with 
septic tank sludge.  After mobile dewatering one does not necessarily have to bring the dewa-
tered sludge to a local authority wastewater treatment plant.  It can be brought directly to a 
composting plant, a lime stabilisation plant, a drying plant or an anaerobic digestive facility.  It 
can be diverted away from local authority wastewater treatment plants.
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Deputy  Denis Naughten: Mr. Foster’s proposal on land spreading septic tank sludge pre-
empts what will come out of the EPA report.  Huge capacity issues arise.  I ask Mr. Foster to 
correct me if I am wrong, but neither his industry nor public wastewater treatment facilities 
have the capacity to deal with the tonnage which comes from desludging if we are to comply 
with the European standard.  We are speaking about up to 1 million tonnes of sludge per annum, 
which is a serious amount of material.

Mr. Foster is correct that one cannot introduce a new feedstock into an anaerobic digestion 
system.  Does that not mean that a new feedstock ends up being stored on site until the bugs 
have built up a tolerance to it so the system is not shocked?  If one was dealing with consistent 
sewage sludge from the local municipal wastewater treatment facility and then decided to take 
in belly grass, the belly grass would be on site composting on its own while it was slowly intro-
duced to the feedstock before it could be processed.  Does this cause problems with neighbours 
for these facilities and reputational problems with regard to smells?

I am surprised Mr. Foster has come before the committee advocating land spreading of 
treated sludge when he has not dealt with the issue of heavy metals, which is the downside.  It 
is a fundamental question.  How does one deal with the heavy metal issue?  Through the EPA 
local authorities have provided discharge licences to companies, many of them here through 
foreign direct investment.  How can Mr. Foster advocate it without dealing with a fundamental 
challenge for the sector?

Deputy  Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: What information is available on the heavy metals and 
pathogens which might end up getting into the water supply?  Having examined this issue, I 
have found that the only way a digestate fertiliser type of material from an anaerobic digester 
containing heavy metals has been dealt with over the years is to use it on land growing a product 
which will not be eaten such as willow or other nitrophilic fast-growing plants.  Has the issue 
been examined from the perspective that the last thing one wants is for this to end up on grass 
which will be eaten by cows which provide us with milk?  Putting it on a willow plantation 
seem to be an available option.  What else is there?

Mr. Percy Foster: There is not enough capacity in the industry at present in the compost-
ing, anaerobic digestion, lime stabilisation or drying sectors.  once security is provided people 
will invest and build extra facilities to provide the treatment capacity.  With regard to anaerobic 
digestion plants taking in material which potentially might shock the system, as I mentioned, 
people slowly introduce new materials over time.  Smells and odours are highly controlled 
through the local authority waste permit or the EPA waste licence.  With regard to the heavy 
metal content of sludge, our main focus was to examine the overall management of sewage 
sludge and whether it is managed in accordance with the code of good practice and what type 
of treatment process it goes through.  We did not examine the heavy metal content of sewage 
sludge in great depth, but we can do so and revert to the committee.  I ask Deputy Flanagan to 
repeat his question.

Deputy  Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: Sewage sludge with heavy metal content could be spread 
on land growing biomass rather than on land to be used for something subsequently eaten.

Mr. Percy Foster: Sewage sludge is used in energy crops such as miscanthus and willow.  
It has a potential use as a good source of nutrients for growth of this material.

Deputy  Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: If heavy metals are present will it cause a problem down 
the line?  Are we codding ourselves?  Will it just be burned into the atmosphere afterwards?  
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How deeply have people examined this?

Mr. Percy Foster: I have not looked at it in great depth but I can do so and revert to the 
committee.

Deputy  Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: The issue of reputation must be dealt with if we want to 
achieve something with this.  At present one could come up with any word in the dictionary and 
it would be more acceptable than “anaerobic digestion” in Tibohine in County Roscommon and 
one would win a prize.  It is the enemy, because attempts were made to just put a plant there and 
get away with it even though it was a daft place to put it.  The industry must tackle this but it is 
not doing so.  As far as I can see it is the one issue holding it up.

Mr. Percy Foster: Everybody knows what composting is but anaerobic digestion is a com-
plex process and many people do not understand it.  Something for us as an association, and 
other authorities involved in the area such as the SEAI, to examine is an education campaign for 
the general public on what anaerobic digestion is. I have heard before that people believe it is 
like an incinerator, which it is not.  There is definitely scope for a public information campaign.

Chairman: I propose we forward a copy of Mr. Foster’s presentation, a copy of the docu-
ment from the Food Safety Authority of Ireland entitled “Food Safety Implications of Land-
spreading Agricultural, Municipal and Industrial organic Materials on Agricultural Land used 
for Food Production in Ireland” and a transcript of today’s meeting to the Ministers for the En-
vironment, Community and Local government and Agriculture, Food and the Marine.  Is that 
agreed?  Agreed.  I also draw the Ministers’ attention to the transcript of this meeting.  I thank 
Mr. Foster and Mr. Cremin for their attendance.  We will now suspend to allow the next set of 
witnesses to take their seats.

Sitting suspended at 3.20p.m. and resumed at 3.22 p.m.

Capturing Full Value of Genealogical Heritage: Discussion (Resumed)

Chairman: We will now resume to consider the topic of developing a plan to capture the 
full value of our genealogical heritage with our witnesses from the General Register Office, 
GRO, and the Central Statistics Office, CSO.  I welcome to the meeting Mr. Kieran Feely, di-
rector general of the gRo, and Mr. Pádraig Dalton, director general, Mr. Joe Treacy, director 
of information technology and corporate services, and Ms Deirdre Cullen, senior statistician 
census of population, of the CSo.  I thank them for their attendance.

I will now read out some technical procedure, if witnesses might give me a couple of min-
utes.  I wish to draw their attention to the fact, by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation 
Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to this 
committee.  However, if they are directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter 
and continue to do so, they are entitled thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of their 
evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these pro-
ceedings is to be given and asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where 
possible, they should not criticise nor 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 the witnesses 
that the opening statements and any other documentation they submit to the committee may be 
published on its website once this meeting has finished.  Members are reminded of the long-
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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.

Will the GRO or the CSO give the first presentation?  I ask Mr. Feely to address the meeting.

Mr. Kieran Feely: I thank the committee for inviting me to address it on this important 
topic.  Before dealing with the specifics of genealogy as it concerns the GRO, I will set out 
some of the history and structure of civil registration in Ireland.

Let us consider the nature and purpose of a system of civil registration.  The UN defines a 
system of civil registration as “the continuous, permanent, compulsory and universal record-
ing of the occurrence and characteristics of vital events” primarily for the purpose of providing 
legal documents and to be a source of vital statistics.  The system in Ireland complies with this 
definition.

The GRO and the system of civil registration as we know it was first established in 1845 
following the passing of the Marriages (Ireland) Act 1844.  That Act provided for the registra-
tion of civil and religious marriages, excluding Catholic marriages.  The system was extended 
to encompass Catholic marriages, births and deaths in 1864.  At the time, the national system of 
civil registration was administered by the Registrar general through the gRo, while local reg-
istration services were administered through the poor law unions.  Local registration functions 
were taken on by the local authorities when they were established in the 1890s.  Registration of 
adoptions was provided for under the Adoption Act 1952.  Responsibility for local registration 
services was transferred from the local authorities to the health boards in 1972 and to the HSE 
on its establishment in 2004.  Registration of stillbirths was introduced in 1994.  Other signifi-
cant developments included the requirement to give three months notice of intention to marry, 
which was introduced in 1995, and the assignment of a surname at birth, which was introduced 
in 1997.  The gRo moved from the then Department of Health and Children to the then De-
partment of Social and Family Affairs in 2008.  Civil partnership registration was introduced 
in 2011.

In 2000, a radical programme of reform was embarked upon jointly by the then Department 
of Health and Children and the then Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs.  
This entailed the design and development of new business processes and procedures and en-
hanced management structures; the introduction of modern technology; the capture and storage 
in electronic format of all historical paper-based records from 1845; and the reform of the leg-
islation to underpin the delivery of a modern service and to facilitate the wider e-government 
agenda.

The Civil Registration Act 2004 underpins the reform programme.  It provides for enhanced 
management structures and for more efficient processes and procedures; a more active citizen-
ship by requiring births, stillbirths and deaths to be registered by parents and relatives; stream-
lined preliminaries for marriage; a system of marriage licences and the giving of notice of in-
tention to marry in person; the establishment of a register of solemnisers for religious and civil 
solemnisers of marriage; a greater choice of venue for civil marriages; electronic registration; 
and the capture of additional data in the registers, for example, PPS numbers.

The civil registration computer system, CRCS, was developed to replace the manual regis-
ters.  The system was first deployed in 2003 and was rolled out nationwide by the end of 2004.  
Since then, the registration of all vital events has been electronic.  Key features of the system 
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include the creation of a national vital events database that facilitates online retrieval of regis-
tration records; the capture and storage in electronic format of historic records, thereby facilitat-
ing the production of certificates of all vital events; the online registration of life events; the use 
of electronic pads to capture informants’ signatures; and interagency data transfers.

I will now move on to matters more relevant to genealogy services, the purpose of today’s 
discussion.  Critical to the modernisation programme was the separate, but related project to 
capture all of the manual records dating back to 1845 in electronic format.  Each register entry 
has a corresponding index entry to facilitate efficient searching.  This was the system that was 
in place from the commencement of registration in 1845.  The project entailed the conversion 
of 27 million index records from manual and older electronic database sources to a single, com-
prehensive database of index records; the microfilming and scanning of 5 million register pages 
and creation of a quality electronic image of each page; the quality assurance and validation of 
electronic records; and the matching of index data to the appropriate register page.  This was an 
incredibly complex and painstaking enterprise, given the volume of records involved and the 
fact that there was no precedent project to call on for guidance.  All of these records are now 
available in electronic format.  The manual registers are stored in a purpose-built, atmosphere-
controlled facility in Roscommon town.

The last phase of the project was the conversion of these data to the live CRCS environ-
ment.  To date, all births from 1864 have been converted to the live environment.  Marriages 
from 1903 to date and deaths from 1924 to date have also been converted.  These conversions 
are adequate to meet most business needs.  Obviously, there are significant gaps in the availabil-
ity of clean data in the live environment going back to 1845 in respect of marriages and 1864 
in respect of deaths.  It is estimated that it will take approximately three years to complete the 
conversion of the remaining marriage records.  Unfortunately, we have not been in a position to 
progress work on the conversion of the deaths records, but we hope to do so shortly.  We hope 
to be in a position to work on the conversion of the deaths data concurrently with marriages.

The civil registration modernisation programme has been recognised internationally as an 
example of excellence in public sector reform.  In 2003, the programme was awarded winner 
in the category “Business Applications of IT Services” and overall “Bronze Medal for Business 
Innovation” at The Wall Street Journal European Innovation Awards in London.  In 2004, a 
Computerworld honours commemorative medallion was awarded at the Computerworld hon-
ours ceremony in San Francisco for the originality of concept, breadth of vision and signifi-
cance of its benefit to society.  The programme exhibited at the European Institute of Public 
Administration, EIPA, e-government conference in Italy in 2003 as an example of best practice 
under the theme “A better life for European Citizens”.  The programme also exhibited at the 
Third Quality Conference for Public Administration in the EU in the Netherlands in 2004.  Ac-
cess to civil registration records is provided for under section 61 of the Civil Registration Act 
2004.  This section provides that any person may, on application in writing and on payment of 
the prescribed fee search an index to a register and obtain a copy or a certified copy of a register 
entry specified by that person.  Copies or certified copies may be had from any registrar’s office, 
from the gRo or may be ordered online at www.certificates.ie.

There is a gRo research facility in Dublin which enables members of the public to search 
all of the indexes of births, deaths and marriages.  Copies of entries may be obtained at the 
research facility in the former social welfare office in Werburgh Street, which is located at 
the western perimeter of Dublin Castle.  I am aware of criticism of the facility during the pre-
Christmas hearings and direct from members of the public.  Provision of accommodation is the 
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responsibility of the Office of Public Works.  My understanding is that the OPW took advantage 
of the ending of a lease in the Irish Life Centre to relocate the gRo research facility to a build-
ing owned by the State, thereby achieving considerable savings for the taxpayer.  This move is 
in accordance with government policy.  The issues raised have been brought to the attention of 
the oPW.

The availability of electronic records is essential for the development of modern geneal-
ogy services.  While the Department of Arts, Heritage and gaeltacht is responsible for national 
genealogy policy, the gRo has an important role to play in the implementation of that policy.  
As stated at the pre-Christmas hearings, a memorandum of understanding has been entered into 
between my office and the Department of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht for the provision of all 
index data relating to marriages from 1845, births and deaths from 1864 and civil partnerships 
from 2011 for the purpose of making the data available online at irishgenealogy.ie.  Section 61 
of the 2004 Act was amended by section 20 of the Social Welfare (Miscellaneous Provisions) 
Act 2013 to permit the Minister for Arts, Heritage and the gaeltacht to facilitate access to the 
index data through the irishgenealogy.ie website.

All of the requisite data has been provided by gRo to the Department of Arts, Heritage and 
the gaeltacht and it is my understanding that the online search facility will go live on the irish-
genealogy.ie website within a matter of months.  As for future developments, I understand that 
the forthcoming Civil Registration (Amendment) Bill will seek to provide for certain historic 
records to be made available direct to the public through an online search facility.  It is proposed 
to make available records in respect of births more than 100 years old, marriages more than 75 
years old and deaths more than 50 years old.  I understand that the Minister for Social Protec-
tion hopes to publish the Bill later in the year.

I take this opportunity to pay tribute to colleagues past and present who have made an enor-
mous contribution to the creation of a civil registration system fit for modern society.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Feely for his opening statement and now invite Mr. Dalton to make 
his opening statement.

Mr. Pádraig Dalton: I thank the committee for the invitation to the Central Statistics of-
fice to attend today’s meeting.  The Central Statistics Office operates under the terms of the 
Statistics Act 1993, which sets out the mandate of the office and the standards by which it must 
conduct its business.  Independent, objective, trusted and high quality official statistics are the 
cornerstone of any developed democratic society.  A key element in ensuring that trust and qual-
ity is the legal guarantee in regard to the confidentiality of statistical returns made to the CSO.

The CSO compiles a broad range of official statistics across a range of subject areas, includ-
ing social, environmental, economic and business statistics.  Some of its key outputs include the 
measures of GDP and GNP, debt and deficit, employment and unemployment, income and pov-
erty, inflation, travel and tourism, demography and the related indicators of migration and popu-
lation.  Official statistics have always played an important role in informing decision-making 
across a whole host of users of statistics, including those in the policy domain.  This is still very 
much the case and is a considerable focus of the CSO.  However, increasingly official statistics 
are being used for monitoring purposes by a range of institutions, national and international, 
and by the markets in terms of monitoring the ongoing performance of our economy and society 
as a whole.  This shift has been evident to all of us over the past number of years.  The CSo has 
been very conscious of the focus placed on its data by the IMF, ECB, EU Commission and, of 
course, the markets.  As a result of this shift in focus many of the activities of the CSo are now 
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the subject of formal monitoring and compliance visits by the EU Commission to validate our 
statistical processes and adherence to the prescribed statistical rules and methodologies.

  As set out in the Statistics Act 1993, the functions of the CSo shall be the collection, 
compilation, extraction and dissemination for statistical purposes of information relating to 
economic, social and general activities and conditions in the State.  The CSo’s mandate does 
not include any formal role in respect of genealogical activities.  However, we are acutely aware 
of the strong genealogical interest in historic records and the success of the online release of 
the Census 1901 and 1911 records.  Section 35 of the Statistics Act provides for a 100 year rule 
in regard to the release of subsequent census of population records.  This is the only exception 
specified in the Act.

Due to the nature of its work, the CSo is entrusted by its respondents, business and person-
based, with a large quantity of extremely sensitive information.  The legal guarantee provided 
by the CSo to these respondents is central to its ability to collect information and is central to 
many of the official statistics compiled by CSO on a regular basis.  The information give to the 
CSO is subject to the conditions on use of information and statistical confidentiality as set out 
in sections 32 and 33 of the Statistics Act 1993.  It may only be used for statistical purposes and 
must be kept confidential.  

In this context, maintaining compliance levels or response rates is a continuous challenge 
for all national statistical institutes.  A key element in the achievement of this objective is the in-
tegrity and reputation of the CSo in terms of protecting information provided to it for statistical 
compilation purposes.  The CSo recognises the work of the committee and the plan to capture 
the full value of our genealogical heritage within existing legislation.  We are happy to explore 
ways that this office can contribute to furthering the goals of the committee, while maintaining 
the integrity of the confidentiality commitment given to respondents and the confidentiality of 
the information provided by the CSo.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Dalton for his opening statement.  I call Deputy Catherine Murphy.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: My first set of questions are directed to the officials from 
the GRO.  When will the first set of historic records be made available online?  Those who are 
interested in this information will be aware of the changes applicable from 2000 onwards and 
the ongoing project in Roscommon.  I welcome that the indexes will be available on the irishge-
nealogy.ie website in the near future.  I acknowledge these are already available through other 
sources such as the Church of Latter Day Saints and roots.ie.  However, access to the records is 
key and has been described as most genealogists as the game-changer.

The committee met prior to Christmas with four other groups on this issue.  During that 
meeting it was stated that four sets of records are critical, namely, church, civil registration, land 
and census records.  I note that one of the witnesses stated that birth records from 1864 onwards 
have been fully digitised, that while work on the marriage records is somewhat behind it is on-
going and that work on the death records is at this stage indeterminate.  Is the plan to not release 
any of the records until all are available or will what is available be released in an incremental 
way?  Also, by what Department will this be done?  

We are all aware of what is happening in this regard in Northern Ireland.  It would be nice 
if, as will happen in the North in the near future, our records were available online soon.  We 
would like to see genealogy developed on an all-Ireland basis.  Release of the records here is 
important from that point of view.  It is essential to reinforce people’s dissatisfaction in regard 
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to the location of the research rooms, although I note this accommodation was selected by the 
Office of Public Works.  The history in regard to this has been very difficult in that the Lom-
bard Street office was very unsatisfactory.  This was followed by a very satisfactory outcome 
in terms of the move to the Irish Life Mall, which is a good facility.  It was a very good facility.  
The idea was that there would be computers on each desk - even the desks were the type one 
would expect to see - but now it seems to have gone very far backwards.  Is the office receiving 
complaints as I have certainly heard complaints not just about the location, which is not visu-
ally attractive or easy to find, but also about inadequacies in electrical sockets and toilets, which 
have been raised here before?  For many people it is the first port of call in seeking records, 
especially if they are visitors, so it would be wrong of us not to reinforce the opinion that there 
is dissatisfaction in that respect.

I have other questions for the CSo, personnel.  The 1911 census work was produced well 
in advance of the 100 year anniversary, for example.  There is a big gap between the 1911 and 
1926 censuses because of reasons relating to the era, but it is still the first census that was taken 
since the foundation of the State.  It is almost regarded as historically more important from that 
perspective; it is also of historical importance because of the era we are entering into, and that 
is not just because of its genealogical value.  There is a value in multiple contexts.

There are a variety of arrangements in different parts of the world.  The United States, for 
example, releases information after approximately 50 years, and that does not seem to cause 
problems, although the same issue of confidentiality applies.  In the UK there is a different ar-
rangement with the 1911 census and some material was redacted.  It is in the programme for 
government to open the 1926 census at an earlier point but we have heard from earlier delega-
tions that there is resistance from the CSo in that regard.  What is that point of resistance?  I 
have spoke to some fairly elderly people, including my 91-year-old mother, about the confiden-
tiality issue, and the very opposite of the opinions that have been put forward came back to me.  
It would be useful to have people who are still alive to flesh out some of the material in the 1926 
census, which would primarily be of interest to individuals.  Are we reading the issue wrong or 
misinterpreting the idea that there is resistance from the CSo with regard to an early release of 
information?  That issue came up repeatedly when we had hearings before Christmas.

Mr. Kieran Feely: As I have stated, I am aware of the criticism of the research room.  The 
feedback from staff is that people are reasonably happy with it, although I accept the entrance 
is poor.  Unfortunately, I am not the decision maker, which is the Office of Public Works.  The 
criticisms have been well aired at this committee and by users of the facility, and they have been 
passed to the Office of Public Works, which has control of the matter.  We have raised it with 
that body on more than one occasion, so I can really say no more on that.

I agree with everything that Deputy Murphy said about genealogy services being brought 
into line with those of Northern Ireland, on an all-island basis, as soon as possible.  I am not 
answering questions in order but I will address all of them.  If I leave out anything, it can be 
picked up later.  All of the index records are available in data format and all of the register pages 
are available as digital images of microfilms.  There are no gaps.  All of the birth records from 
1864 have been converted and are available on a live computer system.  Deaths from 1864 to 
1923 are not on the system, along with marriages from 1845 to 1902.  It will take approximately 
three years to clean that data and ensure it is in a fit state for conversion.

It would be possible and desirable for the data to be put into an on-line and searchable fa-
cility without it being complete.  It is largely complete in any case, and the births, which are 
the most important records, are all there.  When that will happen is dependent on a number of 
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issues.  The law needs to change and I am told by the Department of Social Protection that the 
Minister intends to include appropriate provisions in the civil registration (amendment) Bill 
which is intended to be published this year.  That will be subject to the parliamentary sched-
ule, and members are probably just as able to comment on that as I would be.  After that it is 
a technical exercise to extract data and pass it on to the Department of Arts, Heritage and the 
gaeltacht for inclusion in the irishgenealogy.ie website.

Typically, these projects depend on the type of searchability that is included, and there are 
a number of technical questions to be addressed.  It would be a big enough project and it could 
take 12 to 18 months.  That is a guess, although I have reasonable experience of doing IT proj-
ects, so it is not a wild guess.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: May I come in with more questions?

Chairman: Yes.

Mr. Pádraig Dalton: There were questions on the census in particular.  The first point to 
note that the census projects for 1901 and 1911 were undertaken under legislation where there 
was no provision laid in respect of confidentiality of the data recorded.  In 1926 the Statistics 
Act 1926 applied, and the legal framework at the time was that there would never be provi-
sion given to the census records at the time.  That is the distinction between the 1911 and 1926 
records, and it is why work on the 1911 project was able to commence well in advance of the 
100-year rule; it did not apply to the 1911 census.

The Deputy mentioned the release of data in the US.  Data is released after 72 years there, 
and in Canada the period is 92 years.  In Australia the period is 99 years and the UK and New 
Zealand have 100 years as the period.  There is a range of countries in Europe where census 
records are destroyed after a prescribed number of years, including Sweden, Luxembourg, Bel-
gium, Portugal, germany, Switzerland, Poland, France and Russia.  I could go on.  There are 
varying practices in that range of countries.

We can only operate within the law, and as it stands that is the Statistics Act 1993, which 
states that census records can only be put into the public domain after 100 years.

Until such time as the law is changed that is the way things are.  of course the CSo has no 
role in terms of legislation.  Therefore, we can only advise if we are asked for our opinion.

The Deputy is correct that we have a position on the 1926 records.  our position is that we 
need to hold to the legislation that exists.  It is important to remember that we are talking about 
a retrospective change in the legislation which could have unintended consequences, not just 
for the census of population, but right across the CSo’s range of statistical activities.  People 
do not look at our activities in a compartmentalised manner.  Therefore, if we make a mistake 
in one area it will have knock-on consequences that will have an impact right across all of our 
statistical activities.  For example, if we released 1926 data in 2016 it would immediately lead 
to the disclosure about a significant number of people who are still alive.  Some of them may 
still live in Ireland and some elsewhere.  If one adopted the 72-year rule like in the US then 
one would release information of up to 310,000 people.  That is a significant issue.  The most 
important thing to remember is that at the time the 1926 census data was collected, a legal guar-
antee was given to respondents that the data would never be put into the public domain.  The 
introduction of the Statistics Act 1993 brought a change and a compromise that records could 
be put into the public domain 100 years after the date of the census.  That suggests that the 1926 
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data could go into the public domain in 2026.  However, we are concerned about the signal that 
a second retrospective change to the legislation could have on the broader statistical system, in 
particular to our survey respondents, business respondents, and personal respondents through 
our household surveys.  It would negatively impact on our response rates and the quality of the 
official statistics.

We need to be conscious of the environment in which we operate.  We compile a lot of sen-
sitive information.  The quality of our key outputs such as GDP and GNP, debt and deficit and 
unemployment and unemployment - and I mentioned many of these areas earlier - are moni-
tored very closely, not just by national users but internationally.  The environment in which we 
work has changed dramatically over the years and a high premium is now placed on the qual-
ity of official statistics.  Quality is related to response rates.  Our ability to maintain response 
rates is directly related to the legal guarantee that we provide to respondents of confidentiality 
regarding the data that they provide to us.  Without that legal guarantee we would not have an 
effective and fully functioning statistical system in Ireland.  A legislative change would have 
implications, not just for the census area, but right across the range of statistical data that we 
provide.  Therefore, we need to be very careful about undertaking any initiative that could un-
dermine the quality or integrity of the system.  To change the law retrospectively once could be 
classified as an event but to change it twice could be seen as a pattern or track record.  That is 
the major concern about the second proposal to retrospectively change the law.  That is why we 
have adopted the position to hold to the 100-year rule and want to provide access to the 1926 
census records in 2026.

Senator  Labhrás Ó Murchú: go raibh maith agat.  Cuirim fáilte roimh na daoine atá 
anseo inniu.  I wish to declare an interest just like I did at the beginning of the hearings.  I am 
chairman of the Irish Family History Foundation.

I shall avail of this opportunity to compliment the gRo and the CSo on their impressive 
work to date.  This is an occasion for us to exchange views.  Mr. Dalton has clearly stated his 
position on the 1926 census, a subject that I shall return to in a moment.

I am delighted that the gRo and CSo are present to develop a plan to capture the full value 
of our genealogical heritage.  Many players have attended the hearings and we have heard all 
of the players.  Some of them are statutory in nature, some are voluntary-community in nature 
and so on.  There is great enthusiasm for the subject and it would inspire a person to bring about 
a plan that would correlate and lead to co-operation between all of the players.  I have got the 
feeling from the hearings to date - and I do not mean from today’s meeting - that this has been 
a public relations exercise for us all.  I include the Irish History Family Foundation in my con-
clusion.  We have all set out our individual stalls.  on the other hand, I understand the statutory 
obligations that belong to the two sets of witnesses attending today.  I like to think that efforts to 
develop a plan will go beyond this stage because a great deal can be gained from co-operation.   

There is a lot of information available because we have the exceptionally important civil 
and church records and we also have a lot of private collections of material.  People would 
contribute to the scheme if there was a single focus that did not undermine the distinctive au-
tonomy of each group involved.  one cannot make progress by undermining their  autonomy.  
Without doubt the genealogical heritage is a national treasure because it tells us who we are as 
a people and from whence we came.  We all know that Irish people are very proud.  Even in 
the most challenging  of times and with a small population we virtually think that we own the 
world.  We do own a bit of the world if we accept that there is an estimated 75 million people of 
Irish extraction located around the world.  I have an immense feeling of pride wherever I travel.  
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I had the same feeling last week when I was in London and it has happened when I travelled 
to China, Japan, South Korea and even North Korea.  Wherever I have travelled I have found 
some understanding of the great Irish story.  

There is great goodwill towards Ireland.  one of the main reasons for it is that we never col-
onised any other country.  Therefore, we are always viewed as having contributed to a develop-
ing world.  I say that by way of explaining why our genealogical heritage is such an important 
subject for us.  It is not just statistics.  It is so much more than statistics.  

Let us think in terms of employment.  Many of the players who have attended here employ 
a large number of people, not just the State bodies but non-State bodies as well.  I can say that 
applies to the Irish Family History Foundation as it employs quite a large number of people.  I 
do not know if anyone has seen the publication of the top 100 global genealogical websites but 
I am particularly proud that the Irish Family History Foundation’s website rootsireland.ie has 
been ranked top of an Irish group of three genealogical websites and in the past week has moved 
up another five points.  The only reason that I made the point is to emphasise that it is good news 
when any player makes a contribution.

My next question will be difficult to answer for an organisation with a statutory background 
but let us consider the title of these hearings.  Does either organisation see a way for us all to 
co-operate instead of setting out our own stalls yet protect the autonomy of each organisation 
and tap into the great potential that exists?  

only three months ago I introduced a Bill in the Seanad on the issue of the 1926 census.  
Interestingly, every Senator who spoke in the Seanad, both government and opposition, were 
in favour but the government had to say it was not in a position to accept the Bill.   

Deputy Catherine Murphy has outlined the importance of the 1926 census.  It is the first 
census to be conducted since the foundation of the State which makes it very important.  All 
of us, not just people in Ireland but all over the world, who have an interest are focused on the 
1926 census.  I have received messages from all over the world and groups of visitors who are 
involved in genealogy have met me here in order to focus on the 1926 census.   I spoke at the big 
event at the RDS that the Minister, Deputy Deenihan, attended four or five months ago.  Ques-
tions were asked and the first concerned the 1926 census because such important information 
is in it.  I fully understand what Mr. Dalton is saying about confidentiality and not undermining 
what is already there.  Even allowing for those who are still alive from 1926, there could be 
some methodology not to release the information concerning them.  When we made a decision 
on the 100-year rule, we did not realise the way society was going to change so quickly, nor 
how important this kind of information would be.

If the law has to be changed, it should be done in consultation with the CSo.  None of us 
wishes to damage what the CSo has achieved.  We rely on it so much and we do not wish to 
undermine the confidence people have in giving that information.  In the decade of commemo-
ration, and particularly 2016 for the centenary of 1916, we had all hoped that we would relax 
the law.  I do not mean to point the finger at the CSO but I got the feeling, during the debate in 
the Seanad, that the reason given was that the CSo would not be happy with it.  When asked for 
advice, the CSo must give advice.  I would still like to think it is possible that we do not have 
to wait until 2026 for this information.  Many of us will not be around to enjoy the result but, 
more important still, we will miss major opportunities.

Do the witnesses see a way of co-operation based what we are trying to achieve?  Will our re-
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port of these hearings be setting out the stall of each group?  Based on what we are saying today 
and accepting the points made by the CSO about defending confidentiality, Deputy Catherine 
Murphy is correct that her mother, although I would have thought it was her grandmother-----

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: Mother.

Senator  Labhrás Ó Murchú: -----I would have thought that it is the general view of 
people of a certain age.

Mr. Pádraig Dalton: I thank the committee members for their interesting observations and 
questions.  The CSo already plays a strong role in trying to support genealogy.  We are the 
custodians of census records from 1951 to date.  The years 1951 to 1981 are being held by the 
CSo, and the years up to 2006, in two different locations.  The National Archives of Ireland 
stores the material from 1926 to 1951.  In a sense, we are already making a big contribution in 
that we are trying to contain and protect the integrity of those records so that future genealogists 
can access the wealth of information.  It is very important and we are already working with the 
Department and the National Archives of Ireland to see how we can move things forward for 
the release of the 1926 data in 2026.

Genealogy is a broad domain and there are significant number of resources and records that 
are of importance.  The census is just one and I appreciate that is a very important one.  The 
CSo must think about the fact that not a night goes by without the responsibility of the job 
weighs on this.  We are very conscious that if we make a mistake on something like inflation, 
gDP or gNP or if we undertake any action that may undermine our ability to compile accurate 
and high quality statistics in those domains, it will not just have an impact on the CSo as they 
are of systemic importance.  Let us think about what has happened in the past five or six years 
and how official statistics are now front and centre in monitoring how the economy is progress-
ing and moving.  The CSo is no different and our focus, role and responsibility is on the pro-
duction of high-quality official statistics.  Confidentiality is a cornerstone of it but it exists for a 
reason.  It is there to maintain response rates and for us to maintain quality.

There is a direct link between confidentiality, response rates and quality.  The retrospective 
nature of any potential change is what is of particular concern.  The integrity of the confiden-
tiality guarantee we provide will come under serious scrutiny, and not just for the census.  We 
get detailed information from businesses, enterprises and householders.  It will be very difficult 
for us, if the laws change a second time, to state the case for the ongoing protection of the data.  
Despite the fact there are statutory obligations on businesses to provide data to us, we find our-
selves in the courts trying to ensure the legal requirement on enterprises is upheld by the law in 
terms of the provision of data.  Response rates are very important because it is directly related 
to quality.

one of the points of concern to us is trying to protect this heritage for the future.  We are 
all agreed on that point.  one of our concerns is the storage of census forms.  The National Ar-
chives of Ireland is the expert on storage and has examined how we are currently storing some 
census data.  While the storage facilities are sufficient for the short term, trying to protect this 
information in the longer term for future generations and future genealogists means there must 
be some examination of how the records can be maintained into the future.  We are not experts 
in data warehousing or protecting records of this nature.  We do our best but, like everyone, we 
have limited resources.  It is a significant issue that the committee could examine and see how 
we could be protected in the future.  It is an important issue.
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We are not trying to be resistant for the sake of it but our function is the provision of official 
statistics and we have a responsibility to take all of the precautions to ensure that we can ensure 
the publication and dissemination of official statistics to the highest standards.  Our activities 
are now monitored far more closely than previously.  We have study visits from the European 
Commission and the European Central Bank where they can come in and audit our books.  
Legislation going through the European Parliament will broaden that formal scrutiny beyond 
the key economic indicators and into the social domain.  The world in which we operate has 
changed.

At the time of the Statistics Act 1993 and the debate about the 100-year rule, there was no 
such thing as access to data online.  It was not perceived in the same way as it is now.  Making 
information online means it is available to anybody in the world.  It is a very different world to 
the one in which the 1993 decision was taken.  I hope the committee can understand where we 
are coming from.  We want to help to the greatest extent and work with the committee but we 
must do so within the existing legislation.  If the Legislature decides to change the law on the 
access to census records, that is within its remit.  If we are asked for our position, it is as we 
have outlined because of our core functions and responsibilities.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: The 1911 census was released earlier , which I accept was 
within a different legal framework at that point.  It did not have any significant impact on the fu-
ture collection of census data.  People did not refuse to fill in the forms because the 1911 census 
records were released early.  The roof did not fall in.  I have used census records for a variety 
of reasons, as has everyone else here.  The records are a very valuable source of information 
and are incredibly useful in the context of planning for the future, in terms of the likely demand 
for schools, houses and so forth.  We understand that the data is statistical in nature but of all of 
the records that are kept, the census records are unique.  I did not realise that many European 
countries have destroyed old census records.

It would be great if we could go back to 1922 and get our hands on those who put a match 
to the public records office, with so little regard for the importance of that resource.  That was a 
terrible act of vandalism for which we are still paying a price.  The data from the 1901 and 1911 
census became even more important because we did not have the 19th century records and I can 
understand why there was a demand for that data to be released early.  Indeed, that is part of the 
reason why things like the records of the General Register Office, GRO, have a higher premium 
here than they have in other countries which still have their 19th century records.  Usually the 
data on births, marriages and deaths would not be one’s first port of call; one would go to the 
census records.  That is all the more reason for making such data immediately available.  People 
expect to find records in one location but we have quite a fragmented range of records but to-
gether they are a wonderful resource.  We must consider ways to provide an easier route to that 
data for researchers.  

I completely accept that the witnesses have their point of view on this but I have a com-
pletely different view of it.  I believe the 100 year rule is wrong - it is too long.  I do not believe 
that a second change compromises the other elements of the records that are kept.  Records on 
inflation, GDP, GNP and so forth are released almost as soon as they become available.  We do 
not hold onto that data and then release it after 100 years.  In that sense, one is not comparing 
like with like.  The 100 year limit is as arbitrary as 90 years.  As a compromise, redacting the 
names of people who are still alive is one possibility.  I must disagree with the witnesses on that 
point because the historical value of these records, in addition to their genealogical value, given 
the era that we are in, sets them apart.  People are quite able to differentiate between the differ-
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ent sets of records that are collected for different functions.  We will see if there is a willingness 
to change the law.  It is referred to in the programme for government and is something that I 
would welcome.

Deputy  Denis Naughten: I have just three brief questions.  The first relates to the storage 
of all of these records, which is a big issue.  How big do we make the warehouses to store these 
records?  Is there an argument for digitising all of the records that are in storage?  They can be 
released at whatever stage the law dictates but should they be digitised so that there is no risk 
of them being damaged or lost in the future?  Digitising them would also reduce the enormous 
costs associated with their storage.  This problem will just get bigger and bigger.  I presume that 
in Mr. Feely’s facility, now that everything is electronic, this issue does not arise in the context 
of new records.  However, with the CSo, the issue will continue to arise into the future.

on a parochial note, I wish to compliment Mr. Feely and his team for their work on the 
translation project on the Racecourse Road in Roscommon, which led the way in the context of 
where we are today.  We now have the gRo headquarters and Property Registration Authority, 
PRA, offices in Roscommon town.  However, those who come to the town with the intention of 
accessing records are very confused about where exactly they should go.  I urge the witnesses 
to speak to the oPW about erecting signage for all of the public buildings which have a public 
desk so that those travelling by train or car into the town can find the buildings easily.  

I wish to touch on an issue which is not directly related to today’s agenda but which is re-
lated to records.  The local authorities all over the country have vast volumes of records, often 
held in basements in buildings, many of which are deteriorating.  There does not seem to be any 
legal requirement on the local authorities to preserve those records or to store them appropri-
ately.  Perhaps that is an issue the committee could examine further.  

Mr. Feely and myself have had conversations about amendments to the Civil Registration 
Act and I have tabled parliamentary questions on same.  Those amendments have been long-
promised but have not yet been delivered.  Is Mr. Feely confident that the legislation will be 
ready this year and laid before the Oireachtas?  Is he satisfied that all of his requirements are 
covered by that legislation?

Mr. Pádraig Dalton: on the question of the digitisation of the records, the 2002 to 2011 
records have already been digitised because of the way we now process the census.  That will 
also happen with the 2016 records.  We also have all of the forms too.  The question of digitis-
ing older census records is one for the National Archives because that is their area of expertise.  
I would agree that the issue of the storage of census forms for future generations is extremely 
important and must be examined.

Mr. Kieran Feely: I thank Deputy Naughten for his very kind compliments.  on the civil 
registration Bill, the Deputy may be aware that there was a change in responsibilities imple-
mented two years ago whereby I am no longer responsible for policy in this area.  I made inqui-
ries of the Department in preparation for this meeting and my understanding is that the Minister 
hopes to publish the Bill later this year.  I am confident that the measures required to give effect 
to the making available of the historic data to the public, online, are contained in that Bill.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: We are all aware of the staffing embargo and I appreciate that 
an enormous number of hours have been devoted to getting the records into the required format 
and many more hours will be needed to complete that task.  Has there been any work force plan-
ning done in that context?  Has an evaluation been carried out of the number of people needed 
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to complete this project?

Mr. Kieran Feely: As I said in my opening statement I estimate it will take three years, 
based on current resources.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: How many people would be required to complete this work?

Mr. Kieran Feely: Those figures would be easy to compute.

Deputy  Catherine Murphy: I ask if Mr. Feely could revert to the committee with that 
information to avoid the need for tabling a parliamentary question.

Chairman: I thank the witnesses for their attendance.  The exchange has been very interest-
ing.

The joint committee adjourned at 4.20 p.m. until 2.20 p.m. on Tuesday, 11 February 2014.


