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Finnish Presidency of the Council of the European Union: Engagement with Ambassa-
dor of Finland

Chairman: Apologies have been received from Deputy Cullinane and Senator Coghlan.  I 
remind members to ensure their mobile phones are switched off.

I am glad we are having an engagement on the priorities of the Finnish Presidency of the 
Council of the European Union.  I am delighted that we have with us Her Excellency Ms Raili 
Lahnalampi, who is the new Ambassador of Finland to Ireland.  We had the pleasure of meet-
ing the other day and we had a good, lengthy engagement on different issues.  I am glad that 
will be further expanded on today and that the members will be able to have a discussion with 
her.  I welcome H.E. Ms Lahnalampi, who only arrived here a few weeks ago.  I am glad to 
tell members she is very hard at work and settling in well to her role.  Finland currently holds 
the Presidency of the Council of the European Union and it is its third time to do so.  We are 
very interested to hear from the ambassador today on the Finnish priorities for their six-month 
programme.

Before we begin, I would like to remind everyone of the rules relating to privilege.  Mem-
bers are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they should not 
comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an official by 
name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  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.  If they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a particu-
lar matter and they continue to do so, they are only entitled thereafter to qualified privilege in 
respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence concerned with the subject mat-
ter of these proceedings is to be given.  They are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to 
the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any person or 
entity by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

I ask Ms Lahnalampi to make her opening statement.  I am sure the members of the commit-
tee will be glad to have questions and comments for her afterwards.  I thank her and welcome 
her again.

H.E. Ms Raili Lahnalampi: It is a great honour and a personal pleasure to address the com-
mittee today and I thank members very much for inviting me.  It is an important part of my rep-
resentation of the Presidency in Ireland.  The European Union’s future success depends on the 
support of its people.  The Members of the European Parliament are taking care of the oversight 
of the European Union in Brussels but the national parliaments and their members play a huge 
role in two respects, in my opinion: first, Deputies and Senators, in the case of Ireland, have an 
important role in scrutinising the Government’s policies before and after the Council sessions; 
and, second, they are the people who are actually connecting to the people of Ireland in their 
constituencies to explain to them what is the role of the EU, what the EU is doing and what the 
EU stands for and does not stand for.  They are also the ones who can listen to the people and 
hear their demands on what the EU should be doing.  I understand that Ireland is doing a very 
avant-garde job with the alliance building work that this committee is doing, and I commend it 
for that.

A question frequently asked by taxpayers in Finland is, “How much does EU membership 
cost me?”  In the case of Ireland, I understand that, according to the statistics, it is around €36 
and, in the case of Finland, it is around €50, which, in my opinion, is not too big a sum of money 
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for the benefits we get from the EU.  However, this also has to be explained to the people, given 
the social media environment in this country and in mine.  Support for the EU is very strong in 
Ireland and in Finland, where over 80% of the people identify themselves as EU citizens.  This 
is a good position in which to be.

The human capital in Europe and the well-functioning Single Market are key to EU success.  
However, what really makes us the EU are our common values.  Finland, as President, wants 
to strengthen these values and the rule of law during our Presidency.  We also want to make the 
EU more competitive and socially inclusive, as only in this way can we achieve our third goal, 
which is to strengthen the EU’s position as a global leader in climate action.  

Perhaps the most important thing that people demand of leaders here and in other countries 
is security.  Finland, therefore, intends to promote the protection of our citizens comprehensive-
ly.  Finland also aims to be an active and pragmatic broker.  The keywords for our Presidency 
are: solution-driven, concrete results, sustainability and a rules-based system.  Our Presidency 
slogan, as members may be aware, is “Sustainable Europe, Sustainable Future”.  However, un-
like many other slogans, we intend to put this slogan into practice.

We will all have an exciting time with the new European Parliament, new European Com-
mission, rule of law, human rights, the next multi-annual financial framework, MFF, and of 
course, there is Brexit, which Ireland knows the best and is perhaps expecting the hardest hits 
in economic terms.  Yesterday we learned the new contingency plan from the Irish Government 
and how it is preparing for the now even likelier outcome of a no-deal Brexit.

I will say a few words now about the priorities of the Finnish EU Presidency.  Finland be-
lieves that we need to strengthen our common values and the rule of law if we wish the EU to 
preserve its founding principles.  We should not forget that the European success stories have 
always been anchored in democratic institutions, human rights and the rule of law.  Our values 
have not been and should never be for sale.  Europe is at a crossroads and things are getting 
tough.  We know that our unity makes us stronger and is the key to success but we have difficul-
ties in agreeing on this in practice and how to act together.  We know that by acting together and 
defending our shared values, the EU can tackle the major challenges facing us.  

Finland also wishes to make the EU more competitive and socially inclusive.  The key 
elements to achieving this are: the Single Market, ambitious, open and rules-based free trade; 
well-being and skills as a foundation for inclusive and sustainable growth; and economic union.  
The special focus should be on youth employment and the inclusion of young people because 
we cannot afford to lose a generation.  

On climate change, the EU has a unique opportunity but also a responsibility to show lead-
ership.  Finland therefore wants to strengthen the EU’s position as a global leader in climate 
action.  This means many commitments and committing to making the EU carbon-neutral by 
2050.  Finland in its Presidency will facilitate the process in order to define the key elements of 
the EU’s long-term climate strategy in the European Council by the end of this year.  Generat-
ing sustainable growth and boosting employment is possible with the help of bioeconomy and 
circular economy.  

A further priority is to protect our citizens comprehensively.  To deliver on this is of utmost 
importance if we wish to maintain the trust of our people in the European institutions.  The EU 
needs to strengthen its security and defence co-operation to protect its citizens.  We, as chair, 
will underline a comprehensive approach to security.  We also will be working to countering 
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hybrid and cyber threats, which we believe is also an important topic here in Ireland, given the 
numerous multinationals that have their headquarters here.  

We Finns are known to be quite straightforward people.  We mean what we say and some-
times we say what we mean and that is not always wise.  Therefore, as we have signed up to 
climate action in our Presidency programme, we aim to follow this up also in the organising 
of EU meetings.  We intend to organise and arrange these meetings with the smallest possible 
carbon footprint.  In addition, we will offset some of the carbon emissions caused by the air 
travel to many meetings in Brussels and Helsinki, by not handing out gifts.  We are sorry for the 
individuals who will receive no ties or scarves but it is for the benefit of the Earth.

We will be funding four projects in Africa, Asia and Latin America, that is, in Honduras, 
Laos, Uganda and Vietnam, to produce clean energy and reduce deforestation.  We also will aim 
to reduce energy consumption by serving only tap water in meetings, serving more vegetarian 
dishes and cutting down on food waste.  Since we here in Dublin are part of the Presidency 
team, we have made our own list in our residence for the Presidency as to how we can better 
serve the cause of sustainable development and we encourage other embassies to do the same, 
and why not the Dáil?  Small steps lead to bigger steps but only if all join in.  Gabhaim buíochas 
leis an gcoiste.

Chairman: I thank the ambassador and call now on Senator Richmond.

Senator  Neale Richmond: I thank the ambassador for a detailed presentation.  The work 
she has been doing in a short time in Dublin will stand as to what we can expect from her in the 
next three to four years of her time as an ambassador.

There is so much to cover and we have spoken at length in another forum on the challenges 
of climate change.  One area I would like to pick up on with the ambassador is the scheduling 
for discussions and negotiations on the multiannual financial framework and how the ambas-
sador or the Finnish Presidency feels that it can move this along?   How will it deal with the 
ongoing parallel challenge of how Brexit will feed into EU decisions for the next seven years, 
which will be very impactful thereafter?

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I welcome the ambassador and wish her well in her tenure 
here.  I also welcome her opening statement and we all agree that we are in challenging times 
and they will remain so for some considerable time.

The challenges that the ambassador has mentioned that we have to face immediately adja-
cent to us is the Brexit issue, which will have quite an economic impact.  Incidentally, this is 
not mentioned by many people, but there has already been quite a heavy economic impact in 
the run-up to Brexit by virtue of the doubt, indecision and the lack of confidence that has arisen.  
As a result, the UK economy, that of our own and the European economy have suffered to some 
considerable extent already.  Like many people, I believe that the longer this indecision contin-
ues, the worse things get.  One never knows if it is the best or worst scenario.  One will always 
plan for the worst circumstances.  

We also need to record our appreciation for the solidarity we have received in our situation 
from our colleagues throughout the length and breadth of the European Union.  It is important 
for us to realise that it is a European Union-wide issue as well.  In the final analysis, we and 
most people throughout European Union would far prefer if the UK did not leave the European 
Union but this is their decision.  We cannot provide for everything.
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The ambassador mentioned security and defence as an issue and we can understand that.  
We are, of course, a neutral country.  We note Finland’s geographic location and its neighbours 
and realise that in the time ahead, particularly in the aftermath of Brexit, security and defence 
will be a serious issue.  While we are a neutral country, we have nonetheless participated in 
international peacekeeping in the past and are committed to doing what we can do within the 
confines of our neutrality which started, incidentally, in 1939.  We were not a neutral country 
before that.  I believe that the decision to be neutral in those circumstances was the correct 
one.  We could have become a battleground in what we know subsequently happened.  The 
ambassador made a very interesting point on deforestation.  This comes to mind for most of the 
farming community in Ireland in the context of Mercosur and the proposal to import beef from 
Latin American countries.  While that is fine in principle, if it can only be achieved by way of 
deforestation thereby creating a larger carbon footprint, it is counter-productive.  That is with-
out even taking into account the carbon emissions arising from transportation.  Many years ago, 
a well known Irish politician said that if we were to encourage the retention of the rainforests, 
the rest of the developed world would have to provide compensation.  That is what is going to 
have to happen eventually.  Otherwise, with a world population that is growing and expanding 
every year, alarmingly so some people would say, there will be a shortage of food.  Obviously, 
people will plan for as much food as possible as quickly as possible and that is, sadly, to the 
detriment of the environment.  In our own way, we have been embarking on a carbon reduction 
policy albeit we have been criticised for not having done enough before now.  However, we are 
still in plenty of time to achieve the targets we have set.  If we achieve those targets, we will be 
fine.  We have to look at that.

I was listening to a programme on radio the other day on which a number of scientists had 
come together to explain in a way that has not been done before the whole effect of defores-
tation and carbon emission increases.  They went into my favourite subject of the species of 
trees that are best or worst placed to provide carbon sequestration.  It was a very interesting 
programme and it ran on RTÉ radio.  There is a benefit there for us in the whole battle against 
climate change and it is something we need to take into account.  I congratulate the ambassador 
on her position and I hope for her and for us that it will be of a satisfactory duration.

Deputy  Seán Haughey: The Presidency is in good hands.  The ambassador’s presentation 
was clear and concise as is the Finnish Presidency agenda on the promotion of common values 
and the rule of law, making Europe more competitive and socially inclusive, security and the 
protection of citizens and also on climate change, the need for a sustainable future and a sustain-
able Europe.  The Finnish agenda is a manageable one and I have no doubt Finland will achieve 
its targets.

I refer to the question of common values, the rule of law and the need to restate the found-
ing principles of the European Union.  I have just questioned the Taoiseach in the Dáil on the 
recent European Council and the filling of the five positions in the institutions.  I questioned him 
on the candidacy of Frans Timmermans and the goings-on within the European People’s Party 
group.  It is clear that the candidacy of Mr. Timmermans was opposed by Hungary, Poland and 
other eastern European member states which raises concerns about the role the Commission 
and the Union will have generally in enforcing the rule of law.  Does Finland envisage any new 
initiatives on Hungary, Poland and other member states to ensure the founding principles of the 
European Union remain in place or is it a matter of the ongoing implementation of Article 7 
procedures?  There is a serious threat to the future of the European Union and it is something of 
which we must all be conscious.  Are there new initiatives to be brought forward by the Presi-
dency or is it simply a question of restating our aims and objectives and proceeding with the 
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mechanisms that have been outlined so far?

Senator  Terry Leyden: I welcome the ambassador and her deputy and other representa-
tives of embassies in Dublin.  I hope the six-month Presidency of Finland will be a success.  
Finland is very experienced in this regard.  I look forward to representing the committee’s 
Chairman and members at a COSAC meeting on 21 and 22 July in Helsinki.  I hope it will be a 
happy event but it sounds very serious so far.  Ordinary water is very good provided it is prop-
erly treated, but it sounds like a case of sackcloth and ashes.  Nevertheless, we will be prepared 
to look at the situation.  I am sure there is a bit of joy in Helsinki and that it will be a happy 
occasion.  I hope it will not all be doom and gloom albeit we have a great deal to worry about 
here.  That is not my impression of Finland, by the way.  I hope the Presidency will be success-
ful as it is an opportunity to highlight the country of Finland among the other member states.

As Deputy Durkan said, we are concerned here about Brexit.  I do not know if Finland can 
use its influence to bring about some change of heart in the United Kingdom and to improve the 
negotiations.  I have not been impressed by the television presentation from behind the doors 
of the European negotiator from the European Parliament.  In the fly-on-the-wall presentation, 
he was so impressed by the delegation from the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly, BIPA, 
that he mixed it up with a delegation from the House of Commons.  That was inaccurate as two 
or three members of the BIPA delegation in Brussels in December 2017 were from the Houses 
of the Oireachtas.  During the documentary, he informed everyone that the leader of the group, 
Andrew Rosindell MP, was joint chairman of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly and he 
was there to discuss a report we were preparing on the fall-out from a no-deal Brexit.  I thought 
that was an awful invasion of privacy.  Seemingly there were people recording these meetings.  
I was recorded myself and it was broadcast without permission.  It was a unique situation and 
I have never come across anything like it.  I was a Minister of State in the negotiation on the 
Single European Act but I have never seen such an invasion of privacy.  There was also a con-
descending approach to the United Kingdom’s application.  I was not impressed by the carry-
on of the negotiators or by their attitude as an indication of their treatment of the negotiation.  
Ireland is dealing with the fallout of this situation but we did not have a very great input into 
the negotiation from what I could see.  It was a two-part series that was broadcast on RTÉ on 
Monday and Tuesday night.  I watched it closely and I was not impressed.  I hope the conduct 
of meetings in future will be more confidential and respectful of negotiations than I saw in that 
documentary.  I say that publicly under parliamentary privilege because I resent what happened.

Chairman: Does Finland have any particular vision as to how the enlargement process 
might develop?  How does the ambassador see the establishment of the new European Commis-
sion progressing?  Is she confident everything will run smoothly and on time?  I spoke about the 
following to the ambassador personally but I repeat it for the members of the committee.  It is a 
topic of great importance to us all, namely, trade and the Mercosur deal.  It was a topical issue a 
while ago outside the gates of Leinster House where, the ambassador will be interested to hear, 
there was a protest by thousands of farmers who came from all over the country to voice their 
concerns at what is being proposed.

H.E. Ms Raili Lahnalampi: I thank the Chairman and members for their very important 
and interesting questions.  I thank everyone for their kind words and well wishes for our Presi-
dency.  We take the Presidency seriously and we need friends like Ireland to support us.  We are 
very happy to receive Ireland’s support.

Senator Richmond asked about the timetable and our approach to the multi-annual finan-
cial framework, MFF.  My approach has always been one of following the money.  When one 
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does that, one knows where things are going.  Finland will take this very seriously.  We have 
very ambitious plans for the timetable.  Our EU Commissioner, Jutta Urpilainen, has already 
approached all her colleagues from the member states to establish bilateral meetings.  She will 
explain Finnish priorities at the July General Affairs Council.  We hope to have an exchange 
of views at the October General Affairs Council in order to complete the process as planned.  
We are in the hands of member states.  New demands arise from the new strategic goals and 
pressures such as those relating to climate change, but we also need to ensure that we continue 
support for sectors such as agriculture.  Finland has said that although climate change and ag-
riculture are related, we hope that every member state’s agriculture can still be productive.  We 
aim to have initiatives that would take better care of the climate in the context of agricultural 
production.  We believe it is possible.  There are already pilot projects on farms in Finland that 
are looking at carbon emissions.

Deputy Durkan referred to Brexit, security and climate change.  We also regret that the UK 
is leaving, but it is a democracy.  It has voted to leave and we must respect that.  We think we 
are losing a very good partner.  At the same time, we hope British minds will come to a resolu-
tion.  The EU has made up its mind, the 27 members have been very united and that solidarity 
will continue.  Finland understands the Irish problems and will stand with Ireland in the context 
of its concerns.  We hope that once the campaign for the Tory leadership has concluded, the UK 
will be able to come back and state clearly what it wants to see.  Like Ireland, Finland is worried 
that the possibility of no deal is growing.  We are also preparing for that.  We all need to prepare 
as the possibility grows larger.

On security, I do not see such a large difference between Ireland and Finland.  As the Deputy 
noted, we have been in many UN peacekeeping operations together.  For example, we have 
done a great job peacekeeping together in Lebanon.  There are new threats, such as hybrid and 
cyber threats where countries such as Ireland and Finland are at the same level, regardless of 
whether they are NATO countries.  These threats cross borders, and as I noted in my opening 
statement, hybrid threats, including cyber, are threats for which we need to prepare.  That is 
why Finland is organising a table-top exercise during its Presidency to draw politicians’ atten-
tion to the fact that foreign states are trying to influence our elections or, through cyberattacks, 
our tech companies.  We need to be aware.

Deputy Durkan asked about climate change, deforestation, afforestation and the role of 
Mercosur.  The Chairman also asked about Mercosur.  Every country will have to look at the 
outcome of the Mercosur negotiations.  The negotiations have been ongoing for the past 20 
years.  Finland is a free trader.  We believe that if trade is free and regulated, Finnish companies 
have a niche and will survive.  If trade is not regulated and we do not have a system, and if 
we have a trade war which is evident in US-China relations, then we will be in a much worse 
position.  We very much support the Commission on the trade agreements.  At the same time, 
we believe that the social aspects, including climate change, must be taken care of in all our 
trade agreements.  The Commission will explain more clearly the climate implications of the 
Mercosur treaty and what climate protectors have been included in it.  I understand that there 
are certain conditions for countries such as Brazil to take care of the Amazon region, but parlia-
ments and governments must follow up on these.

In the context of deforestation, I attended a very interesting meeting organised by the Irish 
forestry industry and IBEC.  Finland and Ireland have many common interests and much com-
mon knowledge which we can share.  As ambassador, I will try to promote more co-operation 
between Finland and Ireland.  Finland has been doing afforestation for many years and we have 
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some things that we can share and we can learn from Ireland because we also have problems 
with turf and peat.  We can work together on that.

Deputy Haughey spoke of common values.  Finland is trying to do many things in its Presi-
dency to strengthen the rules-based system and common values so that they stand up in prac-
tice.  We are trying to see how we could strengthen the toolbox of the rule of law in the EU.  
Many things are in that toolbox which have not been used.  We are also trying to strengthen the 
dialogue and have something more like the OECD peer review which we think is very effective.  
Peer reviews are not naming and shaming but rather lessons learned.  When we know more 
about other countries’ systems, we can learn.  We are also looking at how to fight corruption 
more effectively.  The rule of law and the values based system is not only a value, it also affects 
our economies if the rules based system and rule of law are not in place.  A significant issue we 
are examining relates to whether, when they receive funds from the EU, member states should 
be more conditional in terms of their compliance with and obeying and following up on all of 
the agreements that we reached in common.  We are also looking at equality.  Gender equality, 
that between men and women, is a key cornerstone for the rule-based system.

Senator Leyden expressed his worry that there may be a not-so-fun meeting in Helsinki.  I 
used to work as a staffer in the Finnish Parliament and I can assure him that even though we 
have tap water, we have other drinks to offer to every member who attends COSAC.

Senator  Terry Leyden: Perish the thought.

H.E. Ms Raili Lahnalampi: We hope that the sun will be shining.  More seriously, I do 
not want to go into the details on Brexit has been dealt with or the case that the Senator raised.  
The Finnish Presidency has laid down some general principles of transparency and being open 
and working with all the members, not sitting in closed-door sessions with only some members 
present.  Finland is known internationally as being a very transparent country.  As I said, some-
times we are too straightforward and say what we mean.

On enlargement and its future, Finland’s Minister has written an article which we will for-
ward to committee members on this.  Finland believes in a merit-based enlargement.  We be-
lieve that every candidate country should be looked at on its own merits.  However, there are 
some political difficulties there because while every member state looks at the merits, we in-
terpret them a bit differently.  Finland has always been merit-based in its approach.  We think 
enlargement is very important for the EU because it is part of our integration and peace process 
in eastern European countries as well.  As such, we support enlargement, but we are looking at 
the merits of each and every candidate.

I have already discussed the trade issues, but if there are any other questions I encourage 
members to ask them.

I refer to the new European Commission.  I learned yesterday that Ireland will be nominat-
ing its current Commissioner for a second term.  I wish him all the best.  For the first time, Fin-
land will be putting forward a female Commissioner, Jutta Urpilainen, who is a former Finance 
Minister and a very capable MP.  We hope she will also be awarded a strong and important 
position in the Commission.  As a precedent, we do not want to comment on the timetable at 
this time, but it would be better to have a new Commission earlier rather than later.

Deputy  Seán Haughey: On Her Excellency’s last point, the incoming President of the 
European Commission tweeted today that she would like to have a 50-50 split between men 
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and women in the new Commission.  Does Her Excellency think that is a good idea?  I do not 
mean to put her on the spot, but she presumably agrees that there should be more women in the 
Commission or that there should at least be a better balance.

H.E. Ms Raili Lahnalampi: Finland was one of the first countries in the world to stand for 
equality, and I see no reason why we would stop now.  The Commission is an important player 
in the EU, and we believe no part of society should be excluded from giving its knowledge to 
the future of both the Commission and the EU.  I do not want to comment directly on the 50-50 
split, but Finland has put forward a female Commissioner where it had previously only nomi-
nated male Commissioners.  It was time we did so.  There are very capable women and men in 
every member state so I am sure we will end up with a balanced, merit-based outcome.

Chairman: On behalf of myself and the committee, I thank Her Excellency for taking the 
time to be here today and for engaging with us in the past.  We look forward to seeing here again 
in the future.  We wish Finland luck with the Presidency, which will be a great success.  We have 
much work to do together over the next number of months and years, and we look forward to 
Her Excellency’s time in Ireland being very successful.

H.E. Ms Raili Lahnalampi: I thank the Chairman and members for their interesting ques-
tions.

Sitting suspended at 2.43 p.m. and resumed at 2.49 p.m.

Alliance-Building in the European Union: Discussion

Chairman: We will now be holding a discussion on alliance-building to strengthen the 
European Union.  I welcome The Wheel’s European programmes manager, Ms Deirdre Finlay, 
and its director of public policy, Mr. Ivan Cooper.  From the Law Society of Ireland I welcome 
Mr. Ken Murphy, director general, and Cormac O Culáin, public affairs manager.  I welcome 
the witnesses and thank them for attending.

 The Irish Farmers Association, IFA, was meant to be represented today.  It was very ably 
represented yesterday during an emergency briefing with Members of the Oireachtas on the 
proposed Mercosur trade agreement.  Unfortunately, the IFA representatives who should have 
attended today had to travel abroad for other meetings.  We fully understand that and I apologise 
on their behalf.  They were adamant that they wished to be here but one cannot be in two places 
at the same time.  Their apologies should be noted.  They would like to be here and the IFA is 
always very forthcoming and engages with the committee on all matters.  

I draw the attention of witnesses to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defa-
mation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to 
the committee.  However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on 
a particular matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified 
privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are 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.  

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

I ask Mr. Cooper to make his opening statement on behalf of The Wheel.  He will be fol-
lowed by Mr. Murphy from the Law Society of Ireland.  I will then open the floor to questions 
and comments from members.

Mr. Ivan Cooper: Our presentation will be split between Ms Finlay and me.  I thank the 
Chair and the members of the committee for the invitation to speak today on the topic of alli-
ance-building to strengthen the European Union.  As The Wheel’s director of public policy, I 
am delighted to have the opportunity to present our position and thoughts on the subject.  As 
indicated, I am joined today by our European programmes manager, Ms Deirdre Finlay.

The Wheel is Ireland’s national association of community and voluntary organisations, 
charities and social enterprises.  We have almost 1,600 member organisations and this year we 
proudly celebrate our 20th anniversary.  I will provide a little background information on the 
organisation.  It may come as a surprise to members that Ireland’s community and voluntary 
sector is very large.  More than 29,000 community, voluntary and charitable organisations work 
day in, day out in every community in the country.  They support people in living independent 
lives, support people with disabilities and medical conditions and help older people, children 
and young people to realise their potential.  Much of this is new information.  The Charities 
Regulator estimates that the community and voluntary sector turns over €14 billion per annum, 
about half of which comes from Government sources for the provision of services.  The rest is 
raised by organisations themselves.  The sector employs 150,000 people as well as benefitting 
from the voluntary work of more than 50,000 volunteer board members and more than 500,000 
operational volunteers.  These people form the backbone of the ethos of volunteerism and social 
good that we pride ourselves on in Ireland.  These numbers are relevant to the case we will put 
forward this afternoon on alliance-building across Europe.  

While many community and voluntary organisations participate in European programmes 
such as Horizon 2020, INTERREG, PEACE and Erasmus+, our experience is that there is 
huge unrealised potential in the voluntary sector for greater participation in European pro-
grammes.  Moreover, this increased potential would greatly increase Ireland’s share of Euro-
pean programme funding to the benefit of everyone.  It would also greatly aid alliance-building 
and strengthen the European Union.  This is the core of the position we will articulate.  To do 
that I will yield to my colleague, Ms Deirdre Finlay, European programmes manager with The 
Wheel. 

Ms Deirdre Finlay: By way of background, I note that The Wheel runs a European pro-
gramme of work.  Since 2015, we have been the national contact point for one of the European 
Commission’s programmes, namely, Europe for Citizens, which promotes European citizen-
ship.  Our role is to promote applications and increase the funding directed to Ireland under this 
programme.  Happily, we have increased the funding since becoming the contact point, mean-
ing that more organisations have travelled through transnational work.

The Wheel’s European work also promotes awareness of Europe.  Since 2013, we have 
operated several projects funded by the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Com-
munication promoting awareness of European values and institutions.  As I am sure commit-
tee members will be aware, the Government undertook a wide-ranging consultation in 2018 
to frame Ireland’s position on the future of Europe.  As part of this work, The Wheel hosted 
citizens’ dialogues on behalf of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade which were par-
ticularly targeted at our sector and members of The Wheel.
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This year we also facilitated citizens’ dialogues around the country where we invited can-
didates for the European election to engage with our members to deepen public awareness of 
Europe and to encourage participation in the European elections.  Additionally, for the last two 
years The Wheel has received funding from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s 
Communicating Europe initiative.  In this work we have been promoting our members’ partici-
pation in European projects and raising awareness among Irish civil society organisations of the 
value of working in Europe.

From our discussions with civil society and citizens themselves on how to increase partici-
pation in European policymaking and policy implementation, we have learned that members of 
The Wheel are generally very pro-Europe.  They wish to engage more in European affairs and 
build alliances but we find this is easier said than done.  Participation in EU-funded programmes 
is one of the key ways in which our sector can engage with counterparts and organisations in 
other member states.  We see this as the people-to-people dimension of building a stronger and 
ever closer union.  Unfortunately, our activity in the field of European affairs in the past four 
years has led us to conclude that many Irish civil society organisations do not participate as 
actively in certain programmes as those of other member states.

In order to enable increased participation in EU-funded programmes we operated a pilot 
project in 2018 called Access Europe.  The results of this project provided solid evidence that 
a support service and point of EU technical expertise for Irish civil society organisations is 
necessary and works.  Access Europe ran for three years, North and South, and involved an 
investment of €387,150.  Through the technical expertise granted to non-profit organisations, it 
helped to yield more than €22.5 million of funding for these organisations.  This was achieved 
by supporting the filing of applications, with 74 applications filed. 

Our member surveys and discussion groups have pointed to several issues which act as bar-
riers to full engagement with European Union programmes among our members.  Members cite 
the costs associated with preparing applications and implementing European projects.  Ireland’s 
geographical distance from other member states also acts as a barrier to entry.

Match-funding is another issue.  Many of our members do not have the kind of core funding 
required to match European Commission funding.  We propose the establishment of a special 
national fund to serve as a matching source for organisations that are successful in their applica-
tions.  This would put them on par with publicly funded bodies such as universities, some State 
agencies, local authorities, etc.  Ring-fencing is also an option.  Given the inherent disadvan-
tages our members often face due to their small scale and limited resources, ring-fencing a share 
of some European programme funds for our sector would help.

I know that the issue of simplification has come up in this committee before.  Navigating the 
complexity of European funding applications and paperwork continues to discourage Irish ap-
plicants.  We urge programme developers at the European Commission to continue to simplify 
the application process and the required paperwork.

With regard to partnership development, our members often lack opportunities to attend 
European brokerage events or travel to Brussels to engage with relevant platforms.  While we 
know they should be doing that for policy and influencing purposes, they often do not have the 
necessary resources.  Some support is required to help them to build those partnerships and al-
liances.  With the departure of the UK from the European Union, Ireland will be seen by other 
member states as a valuable source of partners and expertise in building future European part-
nerships.  This is because of Ireland’s long experience of EU membership, English-language 
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capability and reputation for efficiency and innovation in managing EU funds over the past 45 
years.  The issues we have identified will need to be addressed if we are to maximise participa-
tion, which is arguably a crucial national objective as Brexit approaches rapidly.  

Mr. Ivan Cooper: The Wheel sees it as crucial that Irish civil society organisations are at 
the centre of European alliance-building, especially in light of their proximity to the people.  
Building alliances across the 27 member states must be led by citizens as much as it is led by 
governments.  This is one of the key challenges.  Real partnership and mutual understanding 
can be achieved through our member organisations, which are at the heart of the relationship-
building dialogue.  The Irish civil society sector, which represents diverse and often unheard 
voices, should have a forum where it can engage regularly with politicians and senior public 
servants on key European issues that affect the community and voluntary sector.  Such a forum 
could convene twice a year, once at senior official level and once at political level.  This would 
be a major step in recognising the need for this sector to be able to avail of a more active input 
and feedback mechanism with regard to EU affairs.  I thank the Chairman and the members of 
the joint committee again for the opportunity to make this presentation.  We look forward to 
engaging in a dialogue shortly.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Cooper and Ms Finlay.  I call Mr. Ken Murphy of the Law Society 
of Ireland. 

Mr. Ken Murphy: I thank the Chair.  It is a great pleasure for me and my colleague from 
the Law Society of Ireland, Mr. Cormac Ó Culáin, to be here today.  As the committee will be 
aware, lawyers and politicians have one thing in common, which is that we love to talk.  We 
can talk for as long or as short as the committee likes.  Maybe the Chairman can give me some 
guidance with regard to how long my opening remarks should last.

Chairman: Mr. Murphy should feel free to relax.

Mr. Ken Murphy: Okay.

Chairman: We can interact.

Mr. Ken Murphy: Of course.

Chairman: There is no set time.

Mr. Ken Murphy: I will be happy to move to the question and answer stage after I make a 
few opening remarks.  The commitment of the Law Society of Ireland to the European Union 
is unstinting.  My colleague, Mr. Ó Culáin, acts as the secretary to the Irish delegation to the 
Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe, which is known as the CCBE.  He works to sup-
port the Irish delegation at the CCBE, which I will describe in more detail in a moment.  My 
background is in European law and competition law practice.  Thirty years ago, I lived and 
worked in Brussels for approximately four years when I was a partner in an Irish commercial 
law firm, A & L Goodbody.  This was my area of practice.  My personal commitment to matters 
relating to the EU goes back many decades.  The context for this whole discussion is Brexit.  It 
seems likely that within a short number of months, the UK will have withdrawn from the EU 
and the consequences of that will have to be faced in Ireland.

I would like to say a little about the solicitor profession in Ireland, which the Law Society 
of Ireland represents and in large measure still regulates.  There are almost 20,000 names on the 
roll of solicitors in Ireland.  Approximately 11,350 solicitors have an Irish practising certificate, 
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which is the annual licence granted by the society and required by law in order to deliver legal 
services in the State.  I will give a breakdown of the body of practising solicitors.  Approxi-
mately 52% of them are women.  This change in the composition of the profession may surprise 
people.  Almost half of them are under 40 years of age.  The profession is continuing to expand.  
Solicitors in general practice offer legal services in every community, town and village in the 
country where firms of solicitors offer services to the public and provide access to justice.  We 
often say that access to justice in Ireland is through the doors of solicitors’ offices.  The major-
ity of practitioners in the profession are concentrated in the greater Dublin area.  The profile of 
the profession in the city is characterised by large commercial law firms with an international 
orientation.  My former firm opened an office in Brussels over 30 years and had an office in 
New York ten years before that.  There is a very international orientation in support of the in-
ternational businesses that operate from and into Ireland.  Those solicitors’ firms play a role in 
foreign direct investment, for example.

Brexit and EU matters are of great importance and relevance to us.  Every solicitor is re-
quired to have a very high level of knowledge of EU law as a subject before he or she can go 
on the roll as a solicitor.  In our engagement with Europe, we see ourselves as part of Europe 
and we do not see Europe as something that is “over there”.  The professional bodies - the 
Law Society of Ireland and the Bar of Ireland, which represents barristers - engage primarily 
at European level through the CCBE, which has been in existence since 1960.  The CCBE is 
recognised by the all of the European institutions - the European Parliament, the Commission, 
the Council and the European courts - as the voice of the legal profession in Europe.  That is the 
manner in which the entire legal profession in Europe - according to some calculations, there 
are more than 1 million lawyers across the Union - interacts with the European institutions.  
The countries from which the CCBE draws its membership are wider than the member states of 
the EU.  Norway, Switzerland and other non-EU countries participate in the CCBE.  In a few 
years’ time, the current third vice-president of the CCBE, James McGuill from Dundalk, will 
be the second Irish solicitor to become president of the CCBE.  The manner in which the CCBE 
operates through its various committees mirrors the various activities of the committees of the 
European Parliament and the Council.  The CCBE monitors, participates in and makes submis-
sions on everything on which the legal profession has a valued submission to make.  This highly 
active organisation, which is based in Brussels, has its own professional secretariat.  Through 
that forum, the legal profession throughout Europe engages directly with the European political 
and legal institutions.

As I said, the context for this entire debate is the pending withdrawal of the UK from its 
membership of the EU.  There has been a mutual recognition of qualifications regime between 
the different jurisdictions in these islands on the basis of a number of EU directives, including 
the services directive and the establishment directive.  The regulations made under the 1989 
mutual recognition of qualifications directive have facilitated ease of transfer whereby a so-
licitor who is qualified in this jurisdiction can very easily, through an administrative process, 
become a solicitor on the roll in England and Wales.  Equally, solicitors in England and Wales 
can transfer onto the roll in this jurisdiction.  The same applies in the case of Northern Ireland.  
There is a difference in the case of Scotland, which is a separate legal jurisdiction with a civil 
law background.  The same regime does not exactly apply in the case of Scotland.  Since the 
mutual recognition of qualifications regime was put in place in the early 1990s, many hundreds 
of Irish solicitors - we do not have an exact number - have transferred and taken out an addi-
tional membership on the roll of solicitors in England and Wales.  I am on the roll of solicitors 
in England and Wales and the roll of solicitors in Northern Ireland.  It is quite easily done.  In 
the days of recession and bad economic times in Ireland, this ability to transfer to England and 
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Wales was something of a safety valve to avoid unemployment of Irish solicitors.  We view 
Ireland as a net exporter of solicitors.  Irish solicitors are highly qualified, highly regarded and 
welcomed.  Many of them work in large commercial law firms in London.

Since 23 June 2016, we have seen a different phenomenon.  We have seen a flow of exchange 
across the Irish Sea from east to west.  This was never really anticipated.  By our standards, an 
astonishing number of solicitors from England and Wales have transferred onto the roll in this 
jurisdiction.  They are perfectly legally entitled to do so.  Indeed, they are welcome to do so.  
Up to 2015, an average of approximately 50 solicitors who were qualified to work in England 
and Wales transferred onto the roll here each year.  Since that time, more than 3,000 solicitors 
in this category have transferred to the Irish roll of solicitors.  As a result, approximately 15% of 
all the solicitors whose names are on the roll of solicitors in this jurisdiction are solicitors who 
are qualified to work in England and Wales and whose names have been entered onto the Irish 
roll since 1 January 2016.  Most of them represent very large global commercial law firms and 
they are concerned about EU practice possibilities post Brexit.  What this will mean for them 
and whether they will have rights of audience in the Court of Justice of the European Union or 
enjoy legal privilege in EU investigations and so on remains to be seen.  That is just a strange 
phenomenon that we have seen in recent years.

What I am signalling here is that we have a very integrated and internationally oriented legal 
profession in this jurisdiction with a particular focus on the European Union.  The disruption 
Brexit will cause and its true consequences cannot yet be known.  I refer to one other thing in 
terms of the fallout from Brexit on which the Bar Council and the Law Society engaged with the 
Government.  It is the promotion of Ireland as a centre for international legal services.  There is 
a possibility that there are opportunities to be gained by Ireland, the economy and the Irish legal 
process as a result of Brexit.  London is one of the great legal centres of the world.  London and 
New York are probably the two great centres for international legal work.  One of them is on our 
doorstep.  From 31 October next or possibly some date very soon thereafter, it appears that the 
United Kingdom will no longer be a member state of the European Union.  That will leave Ire-
land as the only English-speaking common law country in the EU.  It will actually be the only 
common law country in the EU while the law of international business is the common law, not 
the civil law system.  Following Brexit and certainly in a no-deal scenario, the implementation 
or enforcement of judgments obtained in England and Wales in the rest of the EU will be open 
to doubt to say the very least.  If even a small sliver of the legal and dispute resolution activity 
in particular that occurs in London were to be capable of being transferred to this jurisdiction, 
it could have a beneficial effect.  It might be one of the few beneficial effects of Brexit for the 
Irish economy.

The Government has been open to this idea and the Minister for Justice and Equality, Depu-
ty Flanagan, has embraced it so much so that it is Government policy as of January 2019.  I at-
tended with other Law Society and Bar Council representatives, the Attorney General, Seamus 
Woulfe SC, and Chief Justice Frank Clarke in Washington DC as part of the Taoiseach’s wider 
entourage around St. Patrick’s Day this year.  We sought to engage with the legal profession in 
the United States from which so much foreign direct investment emanates to begin a process of 
encouraging big businesses internationally to put dispute resolution clauses for Ireland rather 
than England and Wales in the relevant sections of their international contracts and agreements.  
This is a signal of the fact that the Law Society and legal profession in Ireland and the Govern-
ment are not being passive in the face of Brexit.  We see the possibility of opportunities for in-
ternational legal practice to be gained although of course nobody knows what the consequences 
will be.  Anyone who says that he or she knows for sure what the consequences of Brexit will 
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be is likely to be misleading himself or herself and others.  In setting this out, I have wanted 
to signal to the committee our positive engagement and continuing engagement over decades 
with the European Union.  We are enthusiastic members of the European Union and the legal 
profession in Ireland stands ready to meet any opportunities as well as face any risks that may 
emerge from Brexit.

Chairman: Before calling Deputy Durkan, I note that the committee has been working over 
recent years on looking at any positive aspects of Brexit and what we can attain and achieve out 
of it for our greater good.  We have taken great note of what has been happening in the legal pro-
fession.  The members have been aware of this development over time.  Movement took place 
slowly at the beginning but it appears to be gathering pace.  No small part of the extra business 
activity going on in Dublin involves people from the legal profession coming over here as well 
as all other types of business.  Many businessmen in Kerry who operate in London and around 
England are relocating some of their businesses which can be operated from Ireland.  They are 
coming to Dublin first, but we would like to see them spread out a little.  We would welcome 
them to Kerry at all times, speaking for myself.

We will take questions from the members now and proceed informally with a back-and-
forth approach.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I welcome our guests, some of them for the second time to-
day, and wish them well in their endeavours.  On the voluntary and charities sector, I note the 
reference to access to the European institutions.  They may be easier to access than the witness-
es think.  It might be no harm to send someone over for a week to investigate and meet MEPs 
and Commissioners who know the ropes and who can be helpful in directing people in the right 
direction.  That can have a benefit in how they raise money and how responsibility is divided 
between the voluntary sector and the State or European sectors as the case may be.  To have 
the backing of the European institutions is very important, just as it is important to have the 
backing of national institutions in voluntary sector endeavours.  It is also important for keeping 
standards up in line with what applies here and across Europe.  That is not to suggest for a mo-
ment that the standards of the charities here need to be kept up.  It is just that in all our dealings 
with the European institutions, it is of tremendous importance to recognise that we are equals in 
that field.  To be equal, we have to be equal in every sense and equally meet our responsibilities.

While I am not sure I am competent to advise our legal friends on what they might do, a 
couple of things come to mind.  Over the years of my public life, I have had occasion to at-
tend courts in the United Kingdom, including in some famous locations such as the Old Bai-
ley.  There are some legal professionals who are competent to practise both here and in the 
UK.  To what extent can that continue after Brexit or will there be any change?  Do we know 
at this stage?  I hate to ask the following and the witnesses do not have to answer it if they do 
not want to.  The European institutions have been critical of legal costs in this country.  I have 
been talking about the Single Market for many years.  The Single Market has two aspects.  We 
have the benefits of the Single Market and the competition of the Single Market.  That means 
equality.  We have to be equal in every aspect of our dealings and we have to have equal access.  
We must have equal participation and be able to purchase our medicines equally with our col-
leagues throughout the European Union at a competitive price and not at a price that reflects our 
distance from the centre of Europe.  That is not a runner at all.  The Single Market is the Single 
Market and it extends like a cloud right across the European Union.  Everyone under that cloud 
is entitled to equal treatment.  If the witnesses want to answer that question, they can.  It is just 
one of the things we get preoccupied with here.  It is a matter that is wider than the legal profes-
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sion.  In fact, it covers every profession.

Some time ago, I discovered that some products manufactured in a member state and avail-
able for export tariff free throughout the European Union do not necessarily come directly to 
each member state.  Some member states have franchises, for example, in the distribution of 
motor cars.  Cars are imported into one member state and then exported to others.  That applies 
to the UK insofar as Ireland is concerned with some car marques.  Will that apply after Brexit?  
I sincerely hope not.  It would be extraordinary if a former member state now outside the Eu-
ropean Union were to have a franchise controlling the free movement of goods and services.  
That applies to financial services and legal services also.  I apologise to the Chairman for that 
convoluted approach.

Deputy  Seán Haughey: I thank the two organisations for coming to the committee and for 
their contributions.  It is great to get a grassroots organisational view from The Wheel of these 
matters and of the European Union in general. I thank the representatives for the work they do 
in increasing awareness of the European Union in this regard.

We have noted what the witnesses have said about participation in EU-funded programmes 
and the many other suggestions that were made in the presentations.  The committee should 
follow up on those suggestions.  Very often witnesses come in who are experts and professional 
people, some of whom may be part of the elite, but it is terribly important to get a grassroots 
view of Europe and to ensure that the EU is close to its citizens.  Again, I thank The Wheel 
representatives for the work they do.

I found the Law Society of Ireland presentation very interesting.  It was good to learn about 
the Council of Bar and Law Societies of Europe, CCBE, which I had not heard of before.  This 
is an important organisation within the European Union framework.  I also note the representa-
tives’ comments on promoting Ireland as a leading centre for international legal services.  This 
is something the committee would heartily support and throw its weight behind.

My question to the Law Society of Ireland witnesses relates to the Good Friday Agreement.  
The agreement is back in the news again and centre stage as the Brexit deadline of 31 October 
approaches, specifically around the legality of that and how the agreement is threatened by 
Brexit.  Has the Law Society of Ireland, or groups affiliated with the society, conducted any 
investigation or research into the Good Friday Agreement, how Brexit may affect it, and the 
legality and seriousness of the situation? Has the Law Society of Ireland or any of its members 
prepared any papers on this?  I am interested to hear what the witnesses have to say on this and 
on the threats to the Good Friday Agreement arising from Brexit.  It is a very legal document so 
I presume they have an opinion on this.

Senator  Terry Leyden: I welcome our guests Mr. Cormac Ó Culáin, public affairs man-
ager, and Mr. Ken Murphy, director general, from the Law Society of Ireland, and Ms Deirdre 
Finlay, European programmes manager, and Mr. Ivan Cooper, director of public policy, from 
The Wheel.  The representatives’ presentations are going out live which gives the other Mem-
bers in the Houses the opportunity to listen and the wider audience because this meeting is 
broadcast on the Oireachtas platform.

I have learned more about The Wheel today just by the fact of the witnesses being here, and 
I have been looking at its website too, which is very impressive and comprehensive.  I note that 
our former colleague, Member and Minister of State, Áine Brady, is a member of The Wheel’s 
board.  The organisation is doing tremendous work and probably does not get the recognition it 
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deserves at times.  Perhaps it is getting it here today, which is good.  As my colleague, Deputy 
Haughey, has said, the points made by The Wheel representatives will be listened to and heard, 
it is hoped, by the Ministers who are looking in at the moment.  I fully support it.

I acknowledge the point the witnesses have made on getting funding from the European 
Union.  Matching funding is very hard for some organisations.  If there was a fund that could be 
tapped into, it would mean the money could be released.  It sounds like a logical point of view 
and I would recommend the organisation pursue it, either with the Department of the Minister, 
Deputy Ring, or perhaps it would be sections in Department responsible for family affairs or 
for social affairs.  I am not sure who is responsible.  It would perhaps depend on what type of 
application is involved.  The principle is very good.  Some organisations are losing money by 
not having matching funds.

As the Oireachtas Joint Committee on European Affairs, we should take the points on board.  
The work being done in the EU by The Wheel is vitally important.  It is the conduit between 
the European Union and funding.  This can be a mystery area for many people and for smaller 
organisations.  The Wheel has the backup of excellent, very qualified staff who know their way 
around Brussels.  This is very important because there are a number of different projects there 
that can be tapped into, provided one knows what is there.

I was on the Council of Europe for ten years.  The Council of Europe also has projects that 
can be looked at in the context of communities and community awards.  It may not be massive 
funding but the facility is there to work with the Council of Europe.  There are 47 countries in 
the Council of Europe, which is more than in the European Union.  All EU members states are 
members of the Council of Europe and there are also members from abroad, including Canada.  
There are the links there with the different organisations.  It is a very good idea.  The secretariat 
and the Chairman agreed that the witnesses would come here today, but it is a very worthwhile 
exercise.

I see the work that Mr. Cormac Ó Culáin is doing with public affairs and the Law Society 
of Ireland with regard to Brexit.  He has put together a very useful document that is available 
to the society’s members.  It is useful because there is so much dialogue going on and so many 
publications all over Europe, but Mr. Ó Culáin has pulled it together into a comprehensive doc-
ument.  The Law Society of Ireland is an enormous organisation, and especially now with our 
colleagues in the United Kingdom.  Brexit will come and Brexit will go, but the links between 
the United Kingdom and Ireland will continue after Brexit.  It is the end of one relationship 
with the European Union, but it is a continuation of our relationship, which has thrived in the 
past.  This link is very important to keep the Irish flag flying.  The Law Society of Ireland is in 
a good position and its members can practise in both jurisdictions.  The number of people who 
have applied for membership is very impressive.  These people will be very influential for us 
where jobs are concerned.

The work being done by Mr. Ó Culáin is vitally important in the EU context because it 
is networking Ireland’s position with its colleagues in Europe.  The society has a very broad 
church.  It has United Kingdom links with the law society there, which will continue, and it has 
the continuation of Ireland’s membership of the European Union and the links there.  The Law 
Society of Ireland is doing very important work and it is good that the witnesses are highlight-
ing it here today, which was the whole point of the Chairman and our secretariat asking the 
witnesses here.  It is about networking and, let us be honest, Ireland is pretty good at it.  The 
witnesses’ colleagues in the Law Society are good at it also.  I say “Well done” and we are very 
glad to have the representatives here today.
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Chairman: I thank the Senator.  At its heart, alliance building is about understanding each 
other.  The organisations here today are both completely different types of organisations, but if 
they had to quantify it, how well do the witnesses think their members understand the issues of 
their peers in other countries?  How well do the witnesses believe their peers in other member 
states understand the issues, problems and difficulties we have to deal with in Ireland?  Do the 
representatives have any thoughts on which member states are or could be our strongest part-
ners?  Are there any particular countries that The Wheel or the Law Society of Ireland might 
look to first, especially with their vast experience over the years?  Would the witnesses have any 
advice for others on increasing engagements with EU peers from their own line of work?  What 
is the groups’ reaction to that?

With regard to time, it may look as though we are short on members today and I must apolo-
gise.  Sometimes committee members are at other meetings.  One of our members was speaking 
in the Dáil a while ago.  He was here earlier but he had to leave to prepare for that.  Members 
do, however, get to see and hear all of the reports and the discussions that have taken place.  It 
is all a matter of public record.  I ask that witnesses keep their responses concise because we 
have an agenda also for our private session.

Ms Deirdre Finlay: I will respond first to Deputy Durkan’s comments.  I thank the Deputy.  
I would agree with him when he says that the European institutions are easier to access than 
we think.  There is a sort of mystery around this European world that we have worked hard to 
demystify since we began our European programme in 2015.   

We do that in various different ways, including through capacity-building of our members to 
understand European institutions work to outlining to them the funds and the opportunities that 
exist.  We have also worked hard to build a strong relationship with the European Commission 
representation here in Ireland on Mount Street.  They funded a study trip to Brussels last year 
for our members, where 25 travelled.  This did not happen before and it was a great opportunity 
for us.  The representation is hoping to do this again in 2020.  When one talks about getting out 
there and meeting them, it is one thing for me to meet them but the expertise needs to be cas-
caded down to our membership.  While we wish to build expertise within our own organisation, 
we must always try to cascade learning and build capacity amongst the membership, especially 
suitable organisations.  We also run numerous projects funded by the Directorate General for 
Communication that raise awareness of the value of the European Parliament.  Those projects 
have offered opportunities for our members, that is, non-profit organisations and civil society 
groups both large and small to meet Members of the European Parliament and to ask them 
direct questions on subjects like what they do, how they work and how our members’ organisa-
tions can benefit from them.  We found that to be very successful with great results.

In highlighting the expertise, I noted previously that a small investment in an organisation 
like ours or an intermediary to build the capacity of Irish non-profit organisations to access Eu-
ropean funding is highly worthwhile.  We know that high-needs support, hand-holding, strong 
capacity building, reviewing applications and giving advice can yield good results and in turn 
can build those European alliances that we are talking about.  In addition, the sort of discussion 
we are having here could be continued in the forum we mentioned previously and we think that 
could be useful.

On Deputy Haughey’s point about citizens and elitism, our kind of work and organisation 
is citizens-led.  Our organisations are working with people.  In some cases they are some of 
the most disadvantaged and marginalised groups.  We have seen projects that have been hugely 
successful.  They have brought those voices to Europe and to the fore for policymakers.  We 
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wish to see this kind of ever-closer union.  The Deputy may be aware that in his keynote address 
to the European Parliament in 2018, the Taoiseach stated the EU needs to engage citizens more 
and we use these kinds of pointers in our programming.

Mr. Ivan Cooper: I will add to some of Ms Finlay’s points and to pick up on the Chairman’s 
point at the start of this contribution, it is fundamentally about bringing people together.  That 
is what these thousands of community and voluntary organisations do.  On functioning at the 
European level, some of the committee’s questions concern the level of awareness of matters 
Irish and mutual understandings on such issues.  There is a certain part of Ireland and of Irish 
civil society that are well connected into European networks with long-established pathways 
and people who are, so to speak, in the system.  It requires a major investment of time, energy, 
effort and commitment over time, however, to maintain that kind of a capability and most com-
munity and voluntary organisations do not have the wherewithal to do that.

There are many networks, such as the European Economic and Social Committee and other 
forums where civil society can participate in European policymaking.  Some organisations that 
participate have good networks out there but it is the sustaining of that engagement at local and 
community level, in the day-to-day work communities do, which is the nut we have to crack.  
We somehow must get beyond what can become rarefied networks and make the European 
experience something that is understood as being more relevant in people’s and communities’ 
day-to-day lives.  That is a big challenge for us.  Let us not forget that when we talk about Brex-
it, it is not that long ago when we had our own referendums here in Ireland on the deepening of 
involvement in Europe.  As we know the challenges that this posed, we cannot take anything 
for granted and we have to keep on challenging some of these populist sentiments that exist.

I will conclude with three points.  Everybody in this room will acknowledge we face huge 
global challenges on climate change, sustainable energy and food production, the use of plastics 
and so on.  These require transnational, European and global solutions.  It is more important 
than ever that we go the extra mile to engage communities in European policymaking at that 
level.  

I have mentioned the obstacles that exist and they have been heard loud and clear as they re-
late to the costs, the matching funding, the ring-fencing, the simplification of processes and the 
forum we are proposing.  This would greatly help us in The Wheel and civil society to coalesce 
and build on the strong relationships with MEPs, with the European Parliament and the institu-
tions generally.  Again, fantastic work is being done in the Council of Europe but the point is 
we must somehow find a way to energise the thousands of organisations in the community and 
voluntary sectors and connect them directly to such work in a more practical fashion.  If we 
could do that it would be truly revolutionary.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Cooper for that contribution.  I call Mr. Murphy now.

Mr. Ken Murphy: I would like to respond to the queries raised by the Senators and Depu-
ties opposite and I will then invite my colleague, Mr. Ó Culáin, to reply to the very interesting 
question raised by the Chairman, because it is Mr. Ó Culáin, rather than me personally, whose 
is regularly in Brussels and attending the meetings of the representative of the Bars and law 
societies of Europe.

Responding to Deputy Durkan’s question on the issue of practice in the UK and Ireland, as 
both are common law jurisdictions and so close in history and in legal experience, with such 
similarity in law - notwithstanding some degree of divergence - where the EU itself has been a 
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basis for consolidating the similarity of law between the two jurisdictions, there is a very pow-
erful connection.  On the capacity question, we have had a few London-based or headquartered 
international law firms open offices in Dublin in the wake of Brexit.  Many Irish firms have 
offices in London.  Cross-frontier work will not be a difficulty.  On this day last week, I was in 
London in the Law Society of England and Wales.  Our relations with the Law Society of Eng-
land and Wales are very close and Brexit is a matter of great and equal regret at senior political 
level, with a small “p”, within both of these law societies.  We view it as something to be put no 
further than to be deeply regretted but we have to move on from that.  There is no difficulty in 
the continued collaboration between the legal professional bodies on either side of the Irish Sea.

On the issue of legal costs, as the Deputy might expect, I have an answer and am quite pre-
pared to give it but I do not believe the Chairman will allow the amount of time required to fully 
explain the basis of that.  Legal costs in individual matters, however, are a matter for negotiation 
and agreement between clients and their solicitors in the context of a highly competitive market 
for legal services in Ireland.  There are 2,400 individual practices, all in competition with each 
other, and the legal costs reflect the market for legal services. 

On litigation matters, I acknowledge it was one of the issues on the troika’s agenda, not at 
the top, and in implementation of legislation agreed, a number of measures have been put in 
place now by the Oireachtas under the Legal Services Regulation Act 2015, which are being 
worked through in that regard.  They will have the effect they will have.  I am quite happy to 
talk about legal costs when we have more time to do that.

On Deputy Haughey’s particular question on the Good Friday Agreement and the closeness 
of the relationship between the Law Society of Ireland and the Law Society of Northern Ireland, 
I am heavily involved in the International Bar Association and am a senior officer in the world 
association of legal professional bodies.  I am not aware of any two neighbouring jurisdictions 
where the legal bodies are as close as they are between the Law Society of Northern Ireland and 
of Ireland.  For historical reasons, five representatives of the Law Society of Northern Ireland 
sit as full council members of the Law Society of Ireland, which is a pre-partition hangover.  
We have the very closest and warmest of relations.  We are all conscious of the consequences of 
Brexit for the Good Friday Agreement and hopeful that they will not be as bad as some of the 
darker predictions would have it.  We are not in control of that.

I mentioned that there are Irish law firms which have offices in London, New York and 
California, and so on.  There are a number of Dublin-based law firms that also have offices in 
Belfast and there are one or two Belfast law firms that have offices in Dublin.  There is a very 
fruitful, co-operative and positive relationship.

I thank Senator Leyden for his compliments on the work Cormac Ó Culáin has done.  I think 
Cormac had a very good teacher before he joined the Law Society of Ireland in terms of how 
to lobby. 

If I was to leave one message, it would be about what this committee could do to encour-
age and promote Ireland as a centre for international dispute resolution.  If Ireland became a 
centre for international dispute resolution, it could have real and positive benefits that could 
trickle down into the economy as a whole.  In the future, it would have advantages, in terms 
of common law and EU membership, over England, which it does not have now.  Government 
is aware of our view that there needs to be investment in the courts system.  We need to invest 
in the commercial court and in the courts generally.  Unfortunately when the economic crisis 
hit, investment in the courts and Government funding of the courts dropped considerably, by 
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up to 40% according to some estimates.  Therefore investment is required in technology in the 
courts, in the number of chambers, in the number of judges and in the staff support needed to 
hold Ireland out as a credible alternative to London.  We are encouraging everybody, profes-
sional politicians everywhere, to see the value of that and possibly participate in supporting it, 
as we think should happen.

I would like to bring in Mr. Ó Culáin with his particular experience of working within the 
CCBE to answer questions.

Mr. Cormac Ó Culáin: The question the Chairman asked was in terms of how there is a 
better understanding between peers across the block.  I suppose the best way to answer that is 
that there are common challenges.  No more than in any other sector, technology is disrupting 
legal services and is disrupting consumer behaviour and consumer demand, so issues such as 
that unify law societies across the block.  Another issue is the resourcing of the legal system 
and Government agencies.  We have to understand that many legal frameworks have their birth 
in the European order, so, for example, the application of data protection, anti-money launder-
ing and so forth have a common beginning but they might have different application across the 
block and that is where the interaction arises.

In the context of the CCBE, I should say that it is not just about plenary meetings, important 
work is done at committee level, no more than in any structure similar to the Parliament.  For 
example, we have an access to justice committee, a migration committee and a competition law 
committee and this is where the rubber hits the road.  We have fantastic representatives not only 
from the Law Society of Ireland but from the Bar of Ireland working together with peers across 
the block in feeding into important and defining consultations at European level.

Senator Leyden mentioned the Council of Europe.  We should remember that it is distinct 
from the other European Union institutions.  The Law Society is actively involved with the 
human rights in business programme, which has its genesis in the Council of Europe.  We also 
fed into, and endorsed, the CCBE position on reforming the European Court of Human Rights.  
These are really valuable well-researched pragmatic pieces of research and convincing posi-
tions that Europe is taking very much with an Irish influence.

The Chairman mentioned the solicitor practice in County Kerry.  I know it is not European 
but nonetheless we are all European as well as our firms in County Kerry.  The society recently 
launched a small practice support unit which is underlying the viability and importance of a 
sustainable legal services market outside the main urban areas and that, of course, includes 
counties Kerry, Roscommon, Kildare and Dublin.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Mr. Murphy missed one of my points.  I queried the ability of 
an individual who does not have offices in both jurisdictions and their right to practise and take 
cases in the Irish courts and the UK courts.  I think Mr. Mansfield QC was a person who came 
to mind and who had that particular qualification.  How does that stand now?

Mr. Ken Murphy: Under EU services legislation, there is a right for individuals who are 
not established, as it is called to what is known as fly in, fly out, FIFO, to come in on individual 
cases and to be brought in.  There is an establishment directive for the legal profession.  In some 
of these very high profile and human rights cases, Mr. Mansfield QC did that.  The fact of the 
matter is that the law of individual EU jurisdictions is different.  Although much of it has its 
origins in the EU, most of the law, the national laws in jurisdictions, tends to be different and the 
practice and procedures in the courts can be a bit different.  There is a general view that people 
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are best advised to have a lawyer qualified in the member state in respect of whose court they 
are appearing rather than someone from elsewhere, in terms of their knowledge of the courts 
and knowledge of practice and procedure in the courts, but there are exceptional people, such 
as Mr. Mansfield QC.

Senator  Terry Leyden: The Venice Commission actually advised the Council of Europe 
and member applicant states.  I know that barristers and former judges are involved.  Would 
the Law Society of Ireland, through the work in Europe, have any interaction with the Venice 
Commission?

Mr. Cormac Ó Culáin: I am going to say not directly but I know through the CCBE and 
some of the committees we would be interacting with the Council of Europe, but I am happy to 
dig deeper into that and get the information.

Senator  Terry Leyden: The Venice Commission is more into constitutional law, but we 
are represented by the former DPP.  I think that the expertise of CCBE has an importance too, 
and could liaise with it.

Mr. Cormac Ó Culáin: Absolutely, I am recalling that at one of the meetings we had the 
head of the fundamental rights agency give a talk at the CCBE.  I think his name is David 
O’Flaherty, a Galway man.  It is fantastic organisation, not dissimilar to the Council of Europe 
in drawing attention to really important developments and responses to developments.  Again, 
if I could recommend somebody for the Oireachtas to invite to a meeting, he would be one of 
them.

Chairman: I thank the representatives from the Wheel and the Law Society of Ireland for 
being here today and having a good engagement.  Sessions such as this are important.  It is im-
portant to recognise the good work these organisations are doing.  We appreciate it fully, as a 
committee, because on a weekly and monthly basis we are bringing in different sectors from all 
walks of life and we believe it to be very worthwhile and very important, especially in the light 
of the ever-changing Europe we are going to be facing.  We really like to concentrate, as a com-
mittee, on the positives and on the problems we can overcome and not dwell on the negativity 
that can surround it.  People are worn to death from hearing about the bad sides.  We are politi-
cians and people from different walks of life, like the witnesses and each one of us has a role 
to fulfil and that is doing the best for the organisations or the people we represent.  We want to 
do that.  I think the presence of the witnesses has been very beneficial.  We thank them for their 
engagement and for their time.  We appreciate the witnesses are very busy and it takes a lot out 
of their schedule to appear before the committee but it is very worthwhile.

Mr. Ivan Cooper: It occurred to me, given where we are, to encourage the members of 
the committee to brief themselves and have themselves briefed on the current situation and the 
future thinking with regard to the Northern Irish PEACE programme and the INTERREG VA 
programme between the Republic, Northern Ireland and Scotland.  It is a very significant Eu-
ropean funding programme in respect of supporting communities and services in the context of 
the Border communities, Ireland as a whole and Northern Ireland specifically.  While there have 
been positive signals emanating from the UK Government and the Irish Government, it would 
be important for this committee in particular, given its European brief, to use its good offices to 
the greatest extent possible to get clarity on future thinking in regard to those programmes and 
where it might be going.

Chairman: I have to admit that we are ahead of Mr. Cooper on that.  We have been doing 
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that.  I thank the witnesses again.  We will suspend briefly before going into private session.

  Sitting suspended at 3.50 p.m. and resumed in private session at 3.55 p.m.

The joint committee adjourned at 4.05 p.m. sine die.


