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ACCOUNTABILITY REPORT 2014: EUROPEAN MOvEMENT IRELAND

  The joint committee met in private session until 12. 25 p.m.

Accountability report 2014: european movement ireland

Chairman: We are delighted to have before us European Movement Ireland, EMI.  I wel-
come back to the committee Ms Noelle O’Connell who is the executive director of EMI.  Ms 
O’Connell will talk to us today about the performance of Ireland’s Parliament and Government 
in regard to participation in the European Union.  Members will also have an infographic in 
front of them outlining the various response rates at various institutions of the Parliament, the 
European Council, Commission, Oireachtas, etc.  We will have a chance to discuss that in our 
first session.  We will then have a separate session where we will discuss the response to the 
country specific recommendations of the European Semester.

We will kick off with Ms O’Connell but before I ask her to make her opening remarks, 
I would remind members of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not criticise or make charges against a person or body outside the Houses or an official 
either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by abso-
lute privilege in respect of their evidence to the joint committee.  However, if they are directed 
to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled 
thereafter only to a qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only 
evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and they are 
asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that 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.

ms noelle o’Connell: I thank the Chairman and members for extending once again this 
valuable invitation to appear before the Oireachtas Joint Committee on European Union Affairs 
and provide an overview of European Movement Ireland’s accountability report.  My presenta-
tion today will focus on our 2014 report.  This fifth accountability report has been collated into 
a detailed infographic.  In addition to our 2014 work, the infographic of the 2010-2014 period 
also enables us to compare and contrast our findings over the past five years and better enables 
us to draw some overall conclusions.  We do this as part of our ongoing efforts and mission 
statement to shine a light on Ireland’s engagement with Europe at a number of different levels.  
For over 60 years, we have been dedicated to promoting the economic, political and social 
development of Europe, ensuring transparency and accountability at all levels of Ireland’s rela-
tionship and engagement with Europe.  Hence, these are four years of our accountability reports 
and last year’s infographic.  Cognisant of the time constraint, I will do my best to distil down 
our five years of accountability in a short address.

Similar to my previous presentations before the committee, I would preface my remarks 
with something of a health warning and caveat.

Our reports rely solely on quantifiable indicators that are available in the public domain.  We 
acknowledge that they cannot definitively and fully analyse the overall quality of the engage-
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ment measured.  For example, we acknowledge that analysing the daily activities of MEPs in 
the Parliament does not allow for a complete analysis of their engagement with the European 
parliamentary process since much of the work of MEPs is ongoing.

We believe that applying this caveat is a necessary precaution.  However, it is no reason 
not to monitor and comment on data that is publically available.  European Movement Ireland 
believes that scrutiny is vital in promoting transparency and accountability at the highest levels 
of Ireland’s engagement with the EU and I hope the findings of our accountability report and 
my presentation today are beneficial to members, both as committee members and parliamen-
tarians.

Turning to the accountability report, members will see that for 2014 we have split the report 
into two substantive sections looking at the European Council and the Councils of the EU, the 
European Parliament and the Oireachtas.  The first section is a summary of our 2014 analysis 
and in the second part of the infographic, we share our reflections on the 2010-2014 findings 
and draw an analysis over the five-year period.

  I ask members to first look at the European Council and the Council of the EU.  We found 
that the Taoiseach, Deputy Enda Kenny, attended all eight meetings of the European Council 
in 2014.  Members will see that a 100% attendance rate by the Taoiseach and his predecessor, 
Brian Cowen, is consistent across the 2010-2014 period for a total of 34 Council meetings.  Eu-
ropean Movement Ireland welcomes this record as evidence of Ireland’s commitment to high 
level EU engagement.

Attendance by Ministers at meetings of the various Council configurations of the EU in-
creased steadily from a 75% initial finding in 2010, peaking at 99%, the highest ranking of 
all the member states in 2013, coinciding with Ireland holding the rotating Presidency of the 
Council of Europe.

On the basis of published information available to EM Ireland at the time of our 2014 report 
publication in May of this year, we found that Irish Ministers attended 72 of the 85 Council of 
the EU meetings in 2014, with an overall average attendance of 84.6%.  There was very little 
separating the member states’ attendance at the various Council meetings in the middle section 
of the rankings.  In some cases, for example, just one meeting may have been attended by Ire-
land at Secretary General or Permanent Representative level but that is not recorded as ministe-
rial attendance for the purpose of our accountability report.  We acknowledge and preface our 
remarks by indicating that ministerial absences from meetings were impacted on by conflicting 
domestic obligations, including Cabinet meetings and Oireachtas business associated with the 
budget.

A closer scrutiny of ministerial attendance goes into some detail in terms of the various 
Council configurations but in summary, we believe the picture is quite positive.  With more than 
400 meetings of the various EU Councils over the past five years of our reporting period, the 
average attendance by Irish Ministers at those meetings stands at 88%.  

As members will know, our accountability report is an organic and evolving process and 
we always welcome feedback from our stakeholders and members of the public on how we 
progress with the report.  Based on feedback from our initial year in 2010, we got feedback, 
guidance and advice on how it would be useful to compare Ireland’s findings with the rest of 
our EU member states.  That was a new indicator that we tracked in 2011.  Averaging out Irish 
ministerial attendance over four years, in comparison with the rest of the EU member states, 
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Irish ministerial attendance for the four years from 2011 stands at 91%, which compares to a 
German average of 87%.  Denmark stands at 89%.  I felt it was useful to put that in context for 
members.  We will continue to monitor ministerial attendance and we would be hopeful that this 
average continues to improve.

Turning to the European Parliament, regarding the performance of Irish MEPs over the five-
year reporting period, European Movement Ireland tracked monthly plenary attendance and the 
number of speeches, written questions, opinions and reports issued by Irish MEPs.  

A caveat must be applied to the analysis of the 2014 findings since the European Parliament 
elections were held in May 2014 impacting on the ordinary functioning of the European Parlia-
ment and levels of national representation.  To better reflect this we divided the findings into 
2014 A for the first half of the year when Ireland had 12 MEPs, and the latter half of the year 
from July onward when Ireland returned 11 MEPs.

The five-year findings show average attendance by Irish MEPs at monthly plenary sessions 
increased from 84% in 2010 to a high of 93% in 2013; 2013 was a very good year.  Attendance 
held steady in the first half of 2014 but decreased to 76% in the latter post-election half of 2014, 
which was among the lowest attendance by member states in this period.

The number of speeches by Irish MEPs fell from 944 in 2011 to 200 in the latter half of 
2014.  That downward trend, mirrored in the 2014 figures in particular, is reflected across writ-
ten questions, opinions and reports issued but again members should note that in 2014, the 
Parliament was not in full legislative mode.

It is also encouraging that already in 2015, based on our preliminary research and findings 
to date, the published data at the end of September are indicating an increase across the major-
ity of these metrics, which is something we welcome.  Up to the end of September, attendance 
by the Irish MEPs stood at 83%, with 758 speeches delivered, which already exceeds the entire 
number of speeches given last year.

Chairman: Does that refer to an actual speech or a contribution?  For example, what I am 
saying now is counted as a speech in the metrics.  Is it the same in the European Parliament?  Is 
an intervention in a committee a speech?

ms noelle o’Connell: Yes.  If the Chairman wishes I can provide further details subse-
quently.  We are not at the stage of formally writing the 2015 report but this is what our prelimi-
nary indicators are showing.

Bearing in mind the life cycle of the Parliament and the gestation periods of parliamentary 
reports, we would like to see Irish MEPs aim to publish one, if not two, reports during their 
parliamentary tenure.

  In terms of the Oireachtas committees, according to the Programme for Government 2011-
2016, all Ministers should appear before their respective committees or before this committee 
prior to travelling to Brussels for meetings of the Council where decisions are made.  European 
Movement Ireland is very supportive of the Government’s commitment to bolster its democrat-
ic accountability in this regard and its engagement in terms of prioritising Ireland’s relationship 
with Europe and the EU.

Having examined the minutes of all Oireachtas committee meetings in 2014, we found that 
Ministers had a 51% rate of pre-Council briefing attendance.  That level may appear to be quite 
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low but it represents a year-on-year increase on 2011 when we had rates of just 36%, albeit 
solely for General Affairs Pre-Council briefings, to 46% in 2013.  Attendance at the individual 
committees ranges from 100% for General Affairs before this committee, 80% for ECOFIN 
before the Joint Committee on Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform, noting that the only 
two briefings of ten missed by the Minister, Deputy Noonan, fell either side of budget 2015, to 
no pre-Council briefings out of a possible four for education, youth, culture and sport, EYCS, 
before the Joint Committee on Education and Social Protection.

Notwithstanding the demands on Ministers’ time or where, for example, Oireachtas com-
mittees have agreed alternative arrangements with Ministers over the frequency of these brief-
ings, EMI advocates for better compliance with the systems that have been put in place to 
ensure Oireachtas scrutiny of matters before decisions are made in Brussels.  We are seeing a 
steady but slow upward trend in pre-Council briefings by Ministers.  We welcome this metric 
and would like to see it continue and improve in the coming years.

In terms of the attendance rate at this Joint Committee on European Union Affairs, the ac-
countability report does not provide an analysis of attendance by individual members.  Rather, 
we looked at the attendance of all members at the 29 meetings last year and arrived at a com-
posite average of 61%.  The average attendance has varied from a low of 59% in 2010 to a high 
of 71% in 2011.  Over the five-year period, attendance has averaged at 63%.

We recognise that members’ workloads and competing priorities can impact on their ability 
to attend all committee meetings.  This is something that Deputies and Senators regularly high-
light to me each time we present the accountability report to this committee and we are very 
cognisant of it.  However, in considering important EU developments and initiatives affecting 
Ireland, ensuring that EU legislation and proposals are properly scrutinised at a domestic level 
and in holding the Government to account in our relations with Europe, the Oireachtas Joint 
Committee on European Affairs plays a key role in informing debate on the European Union 
in Ireland.  So it will not come as a surprise to its members that we are advocating a high at-
tendance rate by its members.

From the findings of the 2014 report and the full reporting period from 2010 to 2014, we 
can conclude that Ireland is doing quite well in some aspects of its engagement with Europe and 
has room to improve in others.  For example, attendance by taoisigh at the European Council 
for 34 meetings over five years could not be better, standing, as it does, at 100%.  The atten-
dance and engagement of our elected representatives at the other European and domestic fora 
is steady, particularly when the various contexts impacting performance is acknowledged.  This 
is something Deputies and Senators have highlighted to us over the years.  We argue that there 
is always room for improvement and we continue to hope for an upward trajectory and trend.

Our accountability campaign is a vital part of European Movement Ireland’s mission to 
lessen the democratic deficit and knowledge deficit in Ireland’s engagement with Europe.  We 
have tried to distil and present last year’s findings in a detailed infographic rather than a 100-
page report that might not get as much readership and traction among the public that we would 
like.  We have used the infographic in an effort to communicate the information in as clear and 
accessible a manner as possible.

As members of the committee will appreciate, the process behind the reporting is chal-
lenging and labour intensive.  For example, in tracking members’ attendance at this committee 
throughout the 2010-14 reporting period, members of the European Movement Ireland team 
have physically attended and reported on more than 156 committee meetings.  In that same pe-
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riod, we have tracked 3,759 speeches and 2,860 written questions in the European Parliament.

We rely solely on information and data that are available in the public domain, which inevi-
tably throws up a number of difficulties.  It does not allow for a fully qualitative analysis of the 
engagement in question or reflect the inevitable conflicts that arise in the schedules of elected 
representatives and we are careful to acknowledge this in contextualising our findings.

We are also restricted by the delay with European institutions publishing their data.  Con-
sequently, we can only stand over our findings as being accurate to the best of our ability at the 
time of publication.  We are often frustrated by the subsequent release of relevant data after we 
have gone to print.  In scaling up our accountability reporting we had hoped to publish bian-
nual reports in line with each EU Presidency term.  However, this will not be possible until the 
various bodies start publishing their data in a more consistent and timely manner, thereby better 
enabling us to fulfil this project in terms of the streamlining of information being made avail-
able to the public.

We are at an important juncture of EU relations with many sectors interested in the vari-
ous developments and outcomes.  In advance of - I can now say - next year’s general election, 
European Movement Ireland recommends that all political parties give strong consideration to 
European policy and European issues relevant to Ireland in drafting their election manifestos.

European Movement Ireland is very proud of our accountability project.  We will do our 
best not to be deterred by the challenges I have outlined.  We hope the members find the reports 
provide added value and assist them in their committee work.  I thank the Chairman and the 
members of the committee for giving us the opportunity over the past five years to present and 
report on our accountability campaign to this committee.  I acknowledge the work the commit-
tee is doing in trying to promote and develop that connection and engagement between Ireland 
and Europe.  European Movement Ireland is very supportive of the work of the committee in 
that regard.  I look forward to continuing to report on some aspects of our accountability report 
next year.

Deputy  timmy Dooley: I welcome Ms O’Connell and Ms Flynn and thank them for their 
continued participation in the entire European project with the committee.

I have previously given my views on the limitations of the usefulness of the accountability 
report, which Ms O’Connell has already addressed.  It is helpful in pointing in a particular di-
rection, but it by no means gives the overall picture.  When material like this is put in writing 
it can be used in a positive or negative way.  I will highlight certain aspects.  Attendance at this 
committee is reflected, which is fine.  While obviously it is not European Movement Ireland’s 
intention, it does not provide the full picture.  I can come to all these meetings and spend my 
time responding to my constituents and can have a full attendance.  It looks good when it is 
presented in just that amount of information, but it is in no way reflective of the participation 
thereafter.  We are all the same in terms of how things are presented in the media - we are lazy.  
We take the headline and we accept it from there.  In terms of outputs, reports and participation, 
has European Movement Ireland considered any methodology that might use the data it has 
collected, but present an opinion rather than just presenting the raw data?

Ministers are expected to attend various meetings in Europe.  Sometimes they will make 
a judgment that it is not in the country’s best interest to be there owing to another competing 
interest elsewhere.  Cost may also be a factor.  If a Minister attends 100% of the meetings, it 
seems great, but at some time there will be a freedom of information request over the cost.  The 
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Chairman knows this well, as he is a very good attender at important meetings.

Chairman: The Deputy is not too bad himself.

Deputy  timmy Dooley: I try.

However, when the freedom of information request is submitted, it can present a different 
slant or picture.  I would like to see the European Movement Ireland try to develop a methodol-
ogy that encompasses some kind of opinion.  It needs to consider the effectiveness of the com-
mittee rather than those who attend or do not attend.  It needs to consider how it works overall.

Chairman: The Deputy is suggesting not just the metrics, but a qualitative analysis of them.

Deputy  timmy Dooley: It should not be just the metrics, but the outputs.  As an addendum 
it can point to 61% attendance last year, but it needs to feed in to an overall opinion.  The same 
applies to Ministers’ attendance.  It needs to take in the broader aspects.

However, I compliment European Movement Ireland on its continued effective work.

Deputy  Joe o’reilly: I welcome Ms O’Connell and Ms Flynn.  It is good to have the pre-
sentation.  Deputy Dooley has raised some interesting points about a qualitative view.  His latter 
point highlights a great dilemma for people in public life over the past five years.  Particularly at 
the time of the recession we had the question of the cost factor.  It was a huge dilemma for all of 
us presented with an option to travel somewhere.  We constantly weighed up the importance to 
Ireland of being there against the potential of it being misconstrued by certain members of the 
public.  While I presume it will become less of an issue in future, it was a major dilemma for us 
in recent years and Deputy Dooley was right to raise it.  A number of us would have shied away 
from particular events on that basis.

I will be brief, as there is no need to go on about this issue indefinitely, but it merits say-
ing in response to the report that the Irish engagement is of a high quality at all levels from the 
Government to our MEPS.  Our Civil Service engagement is also effective and professional.  
As a geographically peripheral island and in the worst of times, we can be proud of engaging so 
wholly with the European project.  We stand up well.

Chairman: Thank you, Deputy.

Deputy  Joe o’reilly: It merits saying.  Now that we are in public session, it is important 
that the public be under no illusion about this.  Ireland is A1 in terms of participation and our 
political leadership is A1 in terms of bringing the needs of the people to the centre of Europe.

Deputy  seán Kyne: I welcome Ms O’Connell and Ms Flynn and offer my congratulations 
on the report and its findings.  The report is clear and concise in its stats and graphics.  Last 
year was an election year and the number of MEPs was reduced to a smaller contingent of 11.  
If someone is out sick, which I understand is the case at the moment, our attendance is skewed 
disproportionately.  Perhaps this might explain the findings or maybe there should be an ad-
dendum denoting it.

There seem to be discrepancies in the number of speeches corresponding with the number of 
MEPs.  The number increased in 2011 to 686 but fell again in 2012.  Was there a reason for this?  
The number of written questions fell from 1,067 in 2010 to 384 in 2013.  What was the reason 
for this?  Were extra research staff available to MEPs?  Was there a change in procedures?  The 
number of opinions fell from nine in 2010 to three in 2013 and zero in 2014.  What was the 
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reason for this?

senator  Aideen hayden: I will be brief and not reiterate the comments of others.  We 
made the same remarks last year about how these reports present certain data.  We are all fa-
miliar with how people in certain fora come in, sign on the dotted line and go back out the door 
again.  There is an issue with quantitative and qualitative research.  I raised this matter with 
the witnesses last year.  It is important that more effort be invested in a qualitative analysis of 
contributions, be it at European Parliament level, Council level or wherever.

My colleagues have referred to the issue that we all face with the way that travel on behalf of 
this committee is presented.  Perhaps the witnesses could have a role in shaping public opinion.  
They should consider this.

The report does not track the qualitative output of this committee, including our reports.  I 
am proud of some of our initiatives, for example, our Brexit report.  We were not simply fol-
lowing up on something that was part of the standardised agenda.  We took the initiative off our 
own bat.  I compliment the Chairman and the executive in that regard.  The overall infographics 
do not reflect the quality of the output.  The witnesses should consider this.

Chairman: On that note, we had ten amendments accepted by the Conference of Parlia-
mentary Committees for Union Affairs of Parliaments of the European Union, COSAC, on the 
2020 strategy.  That was unprecedented for us, but it is not reflected in this report.  That said, 
the general consensus is that this is a worthwhile document.  A bit of qualitative analysis with it 
would be most helpful, but that is an issue that Ms O’Connell can answer today and European 
Movement Ireland can develop in future accountability reports.

ms noelle o’Connell: Yes.

Chairman: Over to Ms O’Connell.  We must finish by 1 p.m.

ms noelle o’Connell: That is perfect.

Chairman: She might answer as many questions as possible in the next three or four min-
utes.

ms noelle o’Connell: I thank the committee.  Regarding members’ points about the quali-
tative analysis, we have been conscious of that challenge since we first started doing this in 
2010.  To that end, we publish a detailed report every year, on average 80 pages long, in which 
we try to flesh these matters out in greater detail, outline some of the methodologies around the 
indicators and highlight the extra reports and meetings of this committee.  I have had the op-
portunity and honour of presenting before the committee on the future of Europe, Europe week, 
Ireland’s 40 years and so on.  We acknowledge that more is happening.  The challenge that we 
face is one of where to draw the balance and communicate the information in as accessible a 
manner as possible while recognising the committee’s valid request that we not lose sight of the 
qualitative framework.  I will take that request on board.

In undertaking the accountability project for the past five years, we have reached the point 
of being able to assess what has worked and what has not.  For example, we used to consider 
the number of consultations that Ireland submitted as part of the European Commission con-
sultation process.  However, we found that many Directorates General were publishing their 
findings after we had gone to print.  The figures that we were presenting based on our research 
were correct at the time of going to print, but they did not present the whole picture.  As such, 
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we decided to focus elsewhere.

Taking on board members’ comments on metrics and the point that a number of them raised 
about the cost factor, we, as an organisation that was founded 60 years ago to promote and de-
velop Ireland’s engagement with Europe, believe it to be vital that Ireland is represented at the 
table.  The primarily upwards trajectory in the past five years has been encouraging.  Based on 
a rough snapshot of the infographics, there has been a welcome increase.

Deputy Kyne asked about discrepancies as well as the variance in the number of written 
questions and opinions.  For many reports and opinions, it is a question of timing.  Some years, 
more are published and come to fruition while other years see a decline.  When we asked for 
our former President of the European Parliament, Mr. Pat Cox’s take on the accountability 
report, he had an interesting view.  He stated that his experience of the parliamentary question 
procedure had led him to conclude early on that it was less effective to follow up questions in 
depth than it was to write letters to the relevant Commissioners or Commission or Council staff.  
MEPs have fed this view back to us.  Sometimes it is more effective to pick up the telephone.  
I do not have to elaborate on that for the committee.  Attendance figures and raw data are static 
and we acknowledge that they are not dynamic measurements of engagement, standing, impact, 
influence and outputs, but measuring them is none the less important.

I am conscious of the time.

Chairman: This has been a very worthwhile exercise.  What has been said certainly gives 
us food for thought.  As Ms O’Connell said, it is a developing process.  I thank Ms O’Connell 
and Ms Flynn for coming before us and explaining it so well.  We will suspend briefly to allow 
the witnesses from the Better Europe Alliance to take their seats.

  Sitting suspended at 1.01 p.m. and resumed at 1.06 p.m.

Country-Specific Recommendations of the European Semester: Better Europe Alliance

Chairman: We are delighted to be joined by the Better Europe Alliance, the representatives 
of which will discuss the organisation’s response to the 2015 country-specific recommenda-
tions.  Members and guests will be aware that this forms part of the European semester process 
- the new process for better budget monitoring and enhanced co-ordination between the gov-
ernments of members states and the Commission in the context of the budget-setting process.

Before we begin, I remind the witnesses that the privilege notice I read out earlier still ap-
plies.  I welcome our guests, Mr. Paul Ginnell from the European Anti-Poverty Network, Ms 
Audry Dean from the Society of St. vincent de Paul and Ms Joan O’Donnell from the Disability 
Federation of Ireland.

I understand that Mr. Ginnell is making the opening remarks.

mr. paul Ginnell: I apologise for our late arrival.  I understood we were due to come before 
the committee at 1.15 p.m.

As the Chairman has said, our focus is on the 2015 country-specific recommendations which 
Ireland received from the European Commission in May.  As members may be aware, there are 
four country-specific recommendations for Ireland.  Country-specific recommendations form 
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part of the wider European semester process, which involves, for example, monitoring the 
Stability and Growth Pact and the Europe 2020 strategy.  Overall, the Better Europe Alliance 
believes that the recommendations present a disjointed approach and continue to reflect an EU 
semester process driven by economic or fiscal goals which can undermine the achievement of a 
balanced economic, social and environmental approach under the Europe 2020 strategy.  Since 
the commencement of the Europe 2020 strategy in 2010, consistent poverty rates in Ireland 
have risen from 4.2% to 8.2%.  In 2013 there were 376,000 people living in consistent poverty.

The absence of any comment on the fact that Ireland will fail by a substantial margin to reach 
its Europe 2020 target for reducing greenhouse gases must be considered a serious omission 
from the country-specific recommendations.  However, there are some elements of the recom-
mendations on taxation, the tapered withdrawal of income supports, accessing employment and 
child care which, if implemented in a positive manner, could bring about improved outcomes.  

In general, the Better Europe Alliance believes that a balanced approach must be reflected 
throughout the whole of the European semester and Europe 2020 processes.  This means that 
no action should be taken which would result in the social and climate change targets of Europe 
2020 being more difficult to achieve.  It also requires that the social and environmental impacts 
of decisions and policies be factored in to all decision-making processes.

I will deal individually with each of the four recommendations.  The first recommenda-
tions relates to macroeconomic goals.  The Better Europe Alliance is extremely alarmed by the 
statement that the Government is to make its expenditure ceiling in this regard more binding 
by limiting the statutory scope for discretionary changes.  Imposing restrictive expenditure ceil-
ings runs counter to the Europe 2020 strategy vision of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.  
Contrary to advocating the proposals in the country-specific recommendation that windfall 
gains from better-than-expected economic and financial conditions be used to accelerate deficit 
and debt reduction, the alliance is of the opinion that they should be invested in Ireland’s so-
cial and physical infrastructure.  The alliance supports the proposal in the recommendation to 
broaden the tax base.  We also support the proposal to review tax expenditure, including value-
added taxes.  The alliance is of the opinion that the production of an annual tax expenditure 
report as part of the budget process has the potential to contribute to greater transparency in 
Ireland’s taxation system.  The alliance believes that, over the next few years, Ireland needs to 
increase its taxation levels so that they will be closer to the EU average.  Ireland’s tax take as 
a percentage of GDP is 10% below the EU average.  As a core principle, the focus of taxation 
must be on strengthening the fairness and progressiveness of the taxation system, which must 
reduce inequality and avoid environmental harm.

The second country-specific recommendation concerns health.  The current narrow focus 
in the health recommendation on structural reform of financial systems, particularly within 
acute hospitals, while necessary, is a partial solution that does not address health inequalities, 
particularly for those on the lowest incomes, and the wider and historic problem of a neglected 
primary, community and continuing care sector.  This sector is failing the Irish population, 
particularly those who must depend on rationed, curtailed and, at times, residual service levels.

  The objective of improving health outcomes, particularly among disadvantaged socio-
economic groups, must be central to health sector reform. The cost of ill health and a non-
functioning health service affects those in most need more profoundly than others.  Without 
investing in primary care, future expenditure will remain high due to continued reliance on the 
acute hospital system to diagnose and treat conditions that can be addressed within a primary 
care structure.
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  The third recommendation is on low-work-intensity households and it also addresses child 
poverty.  At present, the primary focus of the Department of Social Protection’s Intreo service 
is on people in receipt of a jobseeker’s payment and, in particular, those in receipt of one in 
the short term.  As a consequence, the service is not geared up to engage with everyone of 
working age, regardless of the payment, if any, one is receiving, nor is the service geared up 
for people working in low-work-intensity households, including those on disability allowance, 
a one-parent family payment or qualified adults who, in the absence of a re-entry credit, be-
come invisible in the system.  In addressing the issues facing jobless and low-work-intensity 
households, the quality of work available is a critical issue.  Little will be done to address the 
poverty that many in these households face unless they are supported in finding decent and 
sustainable work.
  Ireland’s labour market is very flexible, to the point of being precarious for so many people.  
The spread of non-fixed-hour contracts is one of the drivers of non-voluntary part-time work 
and has been particularly notable in sectors where women predominate, such as hospitality 
and retail.  These contracts not only erode incomes but also damage work-life balance and 
discourage labour market participation.  The Government has commissioned new research 
into the area of precarious work, and it is important that the findings of this research be used 
to bring in stronger regulation.
  We welcome the recommendation from the Joint Committee on European Union Affairs in 
its political contribution on the mid-term review last year of the Europe 2020 strategy, which 
called for a job quality target to be introduced alongside the overall employment target.
  With regard to early childhood care and education, the State must take the lead in ensuring 
publicly subsidised delivery of affordable, accessible and high-quality early years care and 
education.  Ireland currently invests less than half the OECD average, 0.8%, in this area, and 
there is a need for a clear pathway towards increased public investment in this essential social 
infrastructure.  The rewards of investment in this area include greater female participation in 
the labour force and also, crucially, better outcomes for children and reduced future spending 
in areas such as education support.  We welcome the measures announced in budget 2016 that 
will support progress towards the type of early childhood care and education system that we 
need.  This must be continued in the coming years.

The fourth country-specific recommendation concerns housing, and also includes a focus on 
SMEs.  However, our focus on this is the housing element.  The recommendation represents a 
missed opportunity to address serious structural flaws in housing provision in Ireland that pose 
a profound threat to social stability and future economic recovery.  Increasing rents that are not 
matched by increased levels of housing support put families at risk of poverty through a wide-
spread practice of topping up housing payments and through increased risk of homelessness.  
The delivery of the social housing strategy, however, is heavily reliant on regularising the posi-
tion of households in receipt of housing assistance in the private rental sector.  In the context of 
the current insecure private rental market, however, over-reliance on this sector is a source of 
concern.  The country-specific recommendation focusing on securing a rapid resolution to the 
mortgage arrears situation risks compounding this issue, as buy-to-let properties, 30% of which 
are in arrears, will feature heavily.  The forced sale of these properties potentially puts large 
numbers of renting families at greater risk of homelessness.

With regard to our response to the four country-specific recommendations, I should have 
said at the outset that the Better Europe Alliance comprises 12 separate organisations.  Obvi-
ously, they cannot all be here, but we will try as best as we can to answer the questions from 
members of the committee.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Ginnell.  We have a number of questions already, the first of which 
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are from Deputy Joe O’Reilly.

Deputy  Joe o’reilly: I thank Mr. Ginnell for his presentation.  On his last point, I agree 
that we need action on mortgage arrears and to do our best to force the institutions to deal with 
individuals on a case-by-case basis to arrive at satisfactory solutions.  Much has been done by 
the Government in this area, but it needs to remain a priority.

In some respects, Mr. Ginnell will accept that the recommendations predate the budget with 
regard to early childhood education in that it will now be available for free right up to five years 
of age, at which time children enter primary school.  I am a complete believer in early child-
hood education.  It is probably the greatest mechanism for creating a fair society and equality 
of opportunity and for giving everybody a reasonable break.  Those of us who had the privilege 
of teaching at some stage in our careers, or of having trained professionally as teachers, will 
recognise that early childhood years are critical to a child’s development into adulthood.  I pre-
sume the delegates have no issue with my saying that the recommendation on early childhood 
education has effectively been dealt with in the budget.

Let me refer to the recommendation with regard to people with a disability.  Tackling this 
will become a challenge for the Government.  It is a matter that we will have to address as times 
improve and as we start to rebuild a normal society.  I know from my clinic work that there are 
too many people with disabilities who cannot get suitable work in the marketplace.  This needs 
to be addressed.  I challenge the view that there is too much focus on the jobseeker’s payment.  
Bearing in mind that I am not saying this joint Oireachtas committee is not a party political 
forum, I believe the focus of the Government, the Department and the country on job activation 
strategies has been the right one.  I challenge the recommendation in this regard.  I am interested 
in hearing Mr. Ginnell’s response on this.

I am not convinced that we have not addressed the primary care issue fairly well.  In my 
constituency, a number of new primary care centres, which I will not list, were opened.  Other 
centres were refurbished.  They are up and running, doing well and fulfilling a function.  I am 
not personalising this in respect of Mr. Ginnell but I do not accept the proposition in the report 
that primary care is by any means on the hind foot.  The focus of administration always has to 
be on savings and cutting waste without compromising front-line services but I challenge the 
view that primary care is not very central.  I look forward to Mr. Ginnell’s response on this.

Chairman: I remind Deputies and Senators that they should stick to two minutes.

Deputy  seán Kyne: I welcome the witnesses to the committee and commend them on their 
report.  I have a question on the process of consultation on country-specific recommendations.  
This is a response to the 2015 CSRs.  Will it also input to the 2016 CSRs?  Does the network 
have a role to play in this?  Is there a mechanism whereby it can engage with the powers that be 
who put these things together?  Reporting on the past is one thing but having an input into the 
future is more important.

Mr. Ginnell said that the budget had helped the situation with respect to child care.  Would 
he also agree that the budget has taken a number of steps to reduce the level of poverty for those 
most at risk of cuts, such as getting people out of the USC, increases in pensions and fuel al-
lowance, the Christmas bonus etc?  We all accept there is a huge problem with housing supply, 
which is the main issue.  We have in the past had an over-reliance on the Part v mechanism 
whereby city and county councils could buy people out but it has not delivered what we hoped 
it would have delivered and that has led to a lack of housing stock.  Does Mr. Ginnell accept 
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that the Government has a financial plan and that the money is available to build houses but that 
access to finance for developers and the private sector seems to be the issue, rather than the will 
of Government to increase supply?

Deputy  John halligan: I imagine there is a more detailed analysis than we have seen but I 
accept many of the points the report makes.  I disagree with Deputy O’Reilly on the subject of 
primary care and help outside the hospital system, which is way below the European average.  
It is also hugely expensive and out of the reach of people who can otherwise go to an accident 
and emergency unit.  It means very little to people who do not have private health insurance.

 The report calls for an increase in taxation.  Has there been any analysis on whether we 
should tackle tax avoidance or corporate tax, or impose a financial transaction tax or a tax on 
profits?  The report is unclear on how we should reform the tax system.  Everybody wants the 
tax system reformed but we are between 10% and 12% below the European average and the 
question remains of how we bring in a fair tax.  

Low pay is a huge problem and, according to statistics, 167,000 people are on very low in-
come, namely, the minimum wage or slightly above.  Has the network considered a living wage 
rather than a minimum wage?  I know Social Justice Ireland has spoken on that subject.  Child 
care is still the most expensive in the European Union and we have done very little on child care 
in successive budgets.  Has a more detailed analysis been done on this and the other subjects to 
which I have referred?  

senator  Aideen hayden: I will start with housing.  It takes up a substantial portion of the 
report, which is fair given the current scenario.   The level of rent increases and family home-
lessness were noted and since the report was drafted, a number of months ago, the situation 
has actually deteriorated.  At the moment there are some 700 families in homelessness, with a 
prediction for 1,000 by Christmas.  Mr. Ginnell mentioned the issue of supply but it will take 
at least two or three years to improve the supply of housing.  Has he considered supporting 
the concept of rent certainty, limiting the extent of rent increases to prevent people becoming 
economically evicted?  That is happening at the moment because, according to the most recent 
statistics, average rent increases in Dublin are in the region of 15%.  Would the organisation to 
which Mr. Ginnell belongs be prepared to row in behind that proposal?

Low-work-intensity households are an issue of major concern and are something we have 
struggled with as a country even since the Celtic tiger years, when we had the second highest 
level of low-work-intensity.  Other members have identified the high numbers of lone parents 
as the major issue contributing to low-work-intensity.  Does Mr. Ginnell feel that the recent 
measures will assist with this issue or not?

Deputy  Eric Byrne: To deal with such a diverse range of issues in two minutes is a bit of 
an ask.  NABCO is an important housing association but how does one become a member of 
the Better Europe Alliance?

Two of the questions I wanted to ask have been touched upon.  Mr. Ginnell referred to 
structural flaws in housing.  Would he agree that there are more than just flaws in the system?  
Is it not just that Ireland operates a ridiculous system of encouraging individuals, from gardaí 
to nurses, carpenters and plumbers to electricians, to buy a house and rent it on?  This system 
seems to be unique in Europe and is an absolute disaster.  Senator Hayden asked about rent 
certainty.  Unless we can get rent certainty to prevent private sector landlords asking what they 
like at any time they wish we will continue to contribute to the housing crisis.
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I disagree slightly with the comments on primary health care.  In Cherry Orchard and Bal-
lyfermot in my constituency there are the most fantastic primary health care centres, such as St. 
Michael’s Estate and Thomas Street.  We are developing another on Curlew Road in the heart 
of Drimnagh and one on St. Agnes Road in the heart of Crumlin.  These primary health care 
centres are unspeakably wonderful, modern, patient-friendly centres so would Mr. Ginnell not 
agree that we are making positive moves in that area?

We are doing the best we can, given the economic uplift, in having a Low Pay Commission.  
We have made structural changes there and since the REAs were deemed unconstitutional we 
have brought a new basic rate for approximately 50,000 workers in very low paid industries 
such as security and cleaners.  

This is a very important report and there is a complex range of issues to discuss.  Each of the 
bullet points would take a day to debate in depth so perhaps Mr. Ginnell can comment broadly 
on the issues I have raised. 

Chairman: One positive outcome of the Juncker investment plan is that Ireland has re-
ceived €70 million, 50% of the required funding, for 14 additional primary care centres.  We 
can therefore expect to see even more primary care centres developed over the coming years.  
I ask Mr. Ginnell to reply.  Ms Deane or Ms O’Donnell may also want to reply to questions.  I 
ask that each take approximately five minutes.

mr. paul Ginnell: Deputy Joe O’Reilly referred to the focus on jobseeker’s payment.  Fo-
cusing on the unemployed and jobseekers is important.  Intreo offices are the main centres to 
which people go if they need support but the focus of those offices is on the short-term unem-
ployed.  Anyone on a disability payment or a lone-parent payment who wants to obtain support 
to enter the labour market from an Intreo centre is not prioritised.  Our focus is on ensuring 
equality of access.  The Intreo service should be open to all people of working age who seek its 
support.  In the past two months, the Government selected two companies to provide supports 
for the long-term unemployed.

Our goal is to comment on the current country-specific recommendations and how they 
have been implemented.  This also helps in influencing future recommendations.  We engage, 
on an ongoing basis, with the European Commission staff in Ireland.  There are two semester 
officers in Ireland the focus of whom is the European semester and engagement with stakehold-
ers in the process.  They are key for us in engagement and influencing future recommendations.  
For the first time this year, the Commission published a report in February which outlined what 
it sees as the priorities for the country.  That is a process in which we are engaged.

Deputy Halligan referred to increases in taxation.  The country-specific recommendation 
refers to tax expenditures - tax breaks in other words - and the need to examine those areas.  We 
have asked for an annual report on the value of tax expenditures.  Several areas were addressed 
in recent budgets but there are other areas, such as pensions, which could be addressed in the fu-
ture.  We have other suggestions for this area which we have put forward in a longer document.

Compared to EU levels, Ireland does not fall behind in the context of income tax but rather 
in respect of social insurance.  The level of PRSI is way behind European averages.  In most 
other countries, there are higher levels of taxation at local level.  The new property tax in some 
ways covers that.  There are issues in that area which could be addressed.  It is stated that people 
on low incomes pay a higher rate of vAT.  It is about increasing levels of taxation but in a pro-
portionate and progressive manner.  There is a detailed report on this which we can send to the 
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committee.

On the differences between the living wage and the minimum wage, different members of 
our organisation would prefer those working would move towards a living wage, which is a 
higher hourly rate than the minimum wage, although the minimum wage will increase by 50 
cent as recommended by the Low Pay Commission.  Both the living wage and the minimum 
wage focus on an hourly rate.  If someone is only getting five to ten hours of work a week, how-
ever, they will not have a weekly living wage.  There is an issue around contracts and precarious 
work conditions.  The Government has commissioned a report from the University of Limerick 
on precarious work conditions, which will hopefully highlight many of the issues which need 
to be addressed, alongside the hourly rate to ensure a balanced approach.

Regarding membership of the Better Europe Alliance, it is one of three national alliances 
established at European level.  Most of our organisations are members of a network at European 
level.  It is not a closed organisation and other groups can join this alliance.  There are currently 
12 members of the alliance.

ms Audry Deane: The Better Europe Alliance enjoys a robust, positive productive and 
ongoing relationship with the EU semester officers, one of whom is in the Gallery.  We are in-
volved in continuing dialogue in respect of the 2016 country-specific recommendations.  This is 
about reform.  For the past two years, the recommendations have highlighted issues of signifi-
cant concern to civil society organisations in this country, particularly early years child care and 
education.  I have no wish to be pedantic but this is not just about the labour market and plonk-
ing kids in child care settings.  Rather, it involves development outcomes for our most impor-
tant citizens.  This country is coming from an extremely low, poor, underfunded and unknowing 
base.  There was a significant step-change in this regard in the budget.  The interdepartmental 
group consulted, listened and delivered on this in the budget.  It is incumbent on whoever is in 
the next Government that they continue to honour the options and commitments made in that 
report because it will be for the betterment of society and our economy.

The lack of policy coherence was a concern around the child care country-specific recom-
mendation.  We viewed it as more than a labour market facing mechanism in need of reform 
but also a measure that can help lone-parent families.  It must be remembered that many of the 
children in these families are living in consistent poverty, namely, material deprivation where 
they are not in receipt of things that everybody else takes for granted, such as birthday parties, 
heating, proper nutritious food, and the ability to participate in both school and society.  We 
have flagged the lack of policy coherence to date to parliamentarians and the EU.  One cannot 
have one arm of government saying it needs to get lone parents back into the labour market but 
then not offer them the supports which would allow them to upskill and be employable to future 
employers.  Our concern is the lack of policy coherence.

It is regrettable the two Deputies who raised primary care are not here to hear our response.  
This country has an underfunded primary care system.  The country-specific recommendation 
is heavily focused on the financial and structural reforms of the HSE, Health Service Execu-
tive, in particular its accounting systems and activity-based funding.  We have to ask people 
to remember those who have the least access to timely interventions of care.  It is quite nice to 
talk about glossy health care centres opening up in the Dublin suburbs and elsewhere but we 
have got long waiting lists for services which other Europeans take very much for granted.  If 
one does not have access to critical intervention services at the right time, such as speech and 
language therapy, education and psychological services or community mental health services, 
one is really racking up problems which will take the lifetimes of future taxpayers to resolve.
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We will continue to lobby for increased resources going into primary and continuing com-
munity care.  It is one matter to have good activity-based funding throughout the acute health 
system.  However, if the primary care system is not there to meet those leaving acute hospitals 
after successful episodes of care, we are going nowhere.  We will continue to flag that issue.

ms Joan o’Donnell: From a family carer or disability perspective, primary care services 
are quite weak.  There are over 3,000 children waiting for their first appointment for speech 
and language therapy.  I echo Ms Deane’s point that centres are not services.  We need a highly 
robust primary care service that is able to provide services.  The recent budgetary increases, for 
example, to fund the extension of the carer’s allowance for 12 weeks beyond bereavement and 
restore the respite care grant, are meaningless without services.  Families who cannot afford to 
work or are unable to engage in low intensity or precarious work because to do so would risk 
the loss of medical cards and access to services are is coming under more and more pressure.  

On activation and employment, a comprehensive employment strategy for people with dis-
abilities was launched recently after a wait of more than ten years.  The documents refer to those 
who were left behind in jobless households in the good times.  While we welcome the new 
employment strategy for people with disabilities, it is very much divorced from mainstream 
activation programmes.  For example, it is being overseen by the Department of Justice and 
Equality rather than the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation.  Some of our most dis-
advantaged citizens, including people with disabilities, those who care for other family mem-
bers, lone parents and Travellers, are subject to a system of apartheid.  This is the broad group 
of people we seek to represent as part of this alliance.  

mr. paul Ginnell: Two members asked specific questions about rent certainty.  The Eu-
ropean Anti-Poverty Network supports the call by different homeless organisations for rent 
certainty.  As Senator Hayden noted, our report refers to the heavy dependence on the private 
rental market to provide housing, especially for people who are on low incomes.  The level of 
support provided to people under the rent supplement to pay for rent is causing many problems.  
As the Senator correctly pointed out, our report is slightly out of date as new statistics were 
published last weekend on the increase in homelessness.  The housing organisations dealing 
with the homeless have clearly identified that people on low incomes who are in receipt of rent 
supplement are unable to afford rent and this is driving families into homelessness.  This issue 
must be addressed.

I am aware that the Government is discussing the option of increasing rent supplement.  
However, this is being done on a discretionary basis.  I understand, for example, that approxi-
mately 4,000 people have benefited from discretionary increases in the payment.  A broader 
approach is needed because rent supplement levels are causing major difficulties for families.  
Rent certainty would definitely help address the issue.  

Chairman: I thank Mr. Ginnell, Ms Deane and Ms O’Donnell for appearing before us to 
discuss the country-specific recommendations.  Last week, I visited Berlin to meet parliamen-
tarians from across EU member states.  One of the questions that arose was the level of engage-
ment among member states on country-specific recommendations.  Believe it or not, Ireland 
is ahead of many other member states which have done very little in this regard.  It is thanks 
to organisations such as those represented today that we have an opportunity to debate the 
country-specific recommendations in public and analyse the issues they raise.  I have no doubt 
our guests will appear before the joint committee again to discuss similar issues.

The joint committee adjourned at 1.45 p.m. until 1.30 p.m. on Wednesday, 4 November 
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2015.


