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Remuneration of Senior Civil Servants: Discussion

Chairman: I remind members and witnesses to please turn off their phones and, when they 
address the meeting, to do so without their face covering, as it makes for a better recording of 
the meeting.  Apologies have been received from Deputy Doherty and Senator Casey.

I welcome Mr. Mark Fraser to the meeting.  We will engage with the Secretary General of 
the Department of the Taoiseach on the issue of the recent salary increase of the Secretary Gen-
eral of the Department of Health.

I remind members of the notice of privilege with respect to the longstanding practice to the 
effect that members should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside 
the Houses, or an official, either by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  
Members are covered by privilege when in this House or in the Convention Centre Dublin but 
if they are attending remotely they may have only limited privilege.  I invite Mr. Fraser to make 
his opening remarks.  

Mr. Martin Fraser: I did not send the Chairman an opening statement.  I spoke to the clerk 
yesterday and explained that.  I presume that is okay.  My opening remarks would be to refer 
the Chairman to my role in this area, which I set out in a letter to the committee outlining that 
I have several roles in the area of assignment of Secretaries General and so on.  The committee 
has a copy of the minute I took of the meeting with the Taoiseach, the Minister for Health and 
the Minister of Public Expenditure and Reform, which was the meeting at which these matters 
were first discovered and which, ultimately, led to the process that has been recently completed.  
Between that letter and those minutes, that covers my role in it.  I am conscious members will 
have many questions and I am happy to take their questions.

Chairman: In the light of that, I will turn to the members.  Are any members indicating?  
Does any member wish to speak on this matter?  I call Deputy Stanley, Chairman of the Com-
mittee of Public Accounts.  This is a joint meeting of the Committee of Public Accounts and the 
Joint Committee of Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform, and Taoiseach.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: I thank the Chairman for the invite and his co-operation in arrang-
ing this meeting.

I welcome Mr. Fraser to the meeting.  I want to preface my remarks by saying I do not want 
to cast any aspersions over or question the competence or ability of the Secretary General of 
the Department of Health.  I have dealt with him on few occasions, including when he recently 
appeared before the Committee of Public Accounts, and I do not question his competence. 

 Regarding the process for the selection of the candidate, my understanding is it was agreed 
at a meeting of the Taoiseach, the Minister of Health, the Minister for Public Expenditure and 
Reform and Mr. Fraser.  At that initial meeting, had Mr. Fraser been aware for some period that 
the position in the Department of Health would become vacant?  At what stage did he find that 
out?  I understand the previous Secretary General in the Department of Health moved to the De-
partment of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.  I presume if he 
was moving to that Department that would have been known for some time.  That Department 
was set up last July and that Secretary General had worked with the previous Minister, Deputy 
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Harris.  At what stage did Mr. Fraser become aware the Secretary General wanted to move or 
that this move was happening and would be approved?  Obviously, that Secretary General could 
not simply take it upon himself to decide he would move to that Department.  Can Mr. Fraser 
outline that briefly for me?  I am conscious of members’ time, particularly the members of the 
finance committee and we do not want to encroach too much on their time.

Mr. Martin Fraser: With respect to the previous Secretary General of the Department 
of Health, the best way to describe what happened is that when the Government was formed, 
which was late last June,  there were a number of significant changes of Department, the most 
significant of which was the creation of an entirely new Department, that of the Department of 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, which the Deputy referenced.  
We found in terms of decisions that could be made that there were a few unusual situations.  The 
Department of Rural and Community Development and the Department of Social Protection 
had the same Minister as did the Department of Transport and the Department of the Environ-
ment.  At one point it was thought the Department of Transport and the Department of the En-
vironment would be merged but in the end they ended up being separate Departments.  We had 
at that time a vacancy in the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage because 
the previous Secretary General had retired.  I was asked when joining the meeting if I had been 
down in the Convention Centre Dublin and I remember discussing this with an individual in the 
convention centre on the day the Government was formed.  What happened is this,  the former 
Secretary General of the Department of Health – I am not using names, which I think is the 
correct way to proceed, based on what the Chairman said - the man Deputy Stanley referenced, 
went to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research Innovation and Science.  
The former Secretary General of the Department of Transport was moved to the Department of 
Housing, Local Government and Heritage, which the Minister, Deputy O’Brien has just taken 
over.  An acting Secretary General was appointed in the Department of Transport and an acting 
Secretary General was appointed in the Department of Health.  In terms of the Department of 
Transport, things moved fairly conventionally.  There was a top level appointments committee, 
TLAC, process held last autumn and an appointment was made.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: Can I interrupt Mr. Fraser?  I do not want to go over the appoint-
ment of the various Ministers.  The question I am asking is a direct one.  At what point did Mr. 
Fraser become aware that the then Secretary General of the Department of Health was moving 
out of that Department?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I beg the Chairman’s pardon but these issues are all sort of interlinked 
in my mind, so the committee might forgive me for that.  The man the Deputy is talking about 
was appointed to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science when the Government was formed, as I mentioned.  What happened at the Department 
of Health, because of the pandemic and the extremely difficult circumstances, was an acting 
Secretary General was appointed.  One can see from the note of the meeting in October that 
the first option under consideration was to ask the acting Secretary General to stay on for an 
extended period, but in fact that meant perhaps until the summer of this year or until there was 
some sense of the pandemic coming to an end, which is obviously difficult to predict.  The other 
option was a transfer and a Top-Level Appointments Committee, TLAC, competition.

In short, the man in question moved on the day Deputy Micheál Martin became Taoiseach 
and Deputy Harris became Minister at the Department, and thereafter, what we would do about 
the Department of Health was always an open question.  The acting Secretary General was clear 
that he was happy to serve for as long as he was asked to serve, and he did so with great distinc-
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tion.  We knew we would have to make a permanent appointment to that Department at some 
point.  It was really the pandemic.  There is never a good time to make these big changes and it 
certainly was not a good time last autumn.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: The obvious question is why the normal process for open recruit-
ment, which would have happened in the second half of last year, was not initiated at that point.  
Mr. Fraser has clearly outlined how the pieces were being moved around.  It is clear to me from 
what he said and from the correspondence he sent to the committee that a vacancy was arising 
at a Department that needed a good Secretary General and that would have to be filled quickly 
because of Covid and the major reforms that will have to happen in the health sector over the 
coming years.  Why did that not happen then?

Mr. Martin Fraser: As I said, it was precisely because of the pandemic.  As the Deputy will 
have seen, running such a competition takes three to four months and is a period of uncertainty 
at any Department.  At any given moment, these matters were under review, but the acting Sec-
retary General was doing a very good job, so people were happy to keep that as it was.  We were 
hoping to get to the end of the pandemic a bit more quickly, I suppose, and we are not there yet.  
A good person was doing the job and sometimes people remain acting Secretary General for 
quite a while.  It was believed it was best to stick with the status quo up to a point.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: Would Mr. Fraser not agree that when somebody is appointed to 
a position on a temporary basis and the recruitment process is run after he or she has been ap-
pointed, that would appear not to be best practice?  This is what happened in this case, given 
that the recruitment process did not happen until this year, when the most recent acting Secre-
tary General - now the appointed Secretary General - was already in place.  The person in the 
position would obviously have a natural advantage.  That is not to cast any doubt on the integ-
rity or the ability of the person who occupies the position, but it seems to be an unusual way 
of doing it.  It was clear from the word go, from 27 or 29 June last year, in the days following 
the formation of the Government, that this position was going to become vacant.  Covid or no 
Covid, much had reopened at that point.  Why was a proper recruitment process not run in the 
months following that?  It is not clear, from either the correspondence or the answers Mr. Fraser 
has given, why that did not happen.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I cannot really say any more than I have said.  This matter was under 
review and it was believed circumstances were so difficult at the Department of Health that 
we needed to do what was done with the acting Secretary General.  I am sure it is clear but the 
acting Secretary General who was appointed in June is different to that who eventually got the 
job-----

Deputy  Brian Stanley: I understand that.

Mr. Martin Fraser: He of course could have applied for the job in question as well, had he 
chosen to do so.  He made it clear he did not want to but that is a separate story.  This was just 
the decision that was made.  As members can see, it was on people’s minds at the level of the 
Taoiseach and the Minister in October and throughout the period.  We just thought we were bet-
ter off with what we had at the Department of Health last year with the acting Secretary General.  
There was a new Minister and there was an awful lot of change, and that was the decision that 
was made.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: The second acting position, however, was filled when the Dáil was 
in recess just after Christmas.
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Turning to the salary for the position, what is the €292,000 figure benchmarked against?  
Was there an examination of what happens in other countries in respect of payments for similar 
positions in Europe, for example?  Was there benchmarking against them?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I certainly did not do that, in any event.  The rationale, which has been 
outlined and is explained in the note, was that if we were to run an open competition based on 
the existing salary for a Secretary General, we were likely to attract serving assistant secretaries 
in the Civil Service or people at that level, or even lower in the private sector.  Whether fortu-
nately or unfortunately, the remuneration for these types of jobs in the private sector is higher.  
The decision was made to increase the package, and the Minister for Public Expenditure and 
Reform decided he was happy to do that but he did not want anything above €300,000.  That 
was the rationale for coming in with a figure below €300,000.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: Mr. Fraser stated that a lower salary might have attracted only civil 
servants but we ended up with a civil servant filling the position.

Is Mr. Fraser aware that the secretary general of the Scottish department of health earns 
€173,000, when the figure is converted into euro?  Scotland has a population of almost 6 million 
people.  In Finland, which has a population of more than 5 million, the secretary general of the 
department there earns €131,000.  The Director-General of the World Health Organization is 
paid €190,000.  The secretary general of the Department of Health and Social Care in England, 
which is in the middle of an almighty crisis with Covid and is trying to keep the National Health 
Service, NHS, on the road over there, earns €190,000.  Where did the figure of €292,000 come 
from?  Surely to God it would be the job of senior civil servants involved in setting up this 
process to examine why these salaries in other countries.  How can Finland get the best people 
to work for €131,000?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I did not know those things and-----

Deputy  Brian Stanley: Surely the Secretary General of the Department of An Taoiseach, 
the lead Department in government, should have known these things.  My parliamentary assis-
tant found them out in one hour by looking at comparisons and double-checking them.  If I was 
going to employ an electrician in the morning to carry out work for me, surely I would get two 
quotations and have a look at the going rate for the job.  This is the top job at the Department 
of Health.

Was there any discussion of the potential knock-on effects on the pay of other Secretaries 
General at any of the meetings that were held?  I accept the argument that it is a very important 
Department - we all agree on that - but the Departments of Finance and Housing, Local Gov-
ernment and Heritage are now very important as well.  Will the Secretaries General of those 
Departments, and indeed the principal officers, the next in line down the chain, have their hands 
out now, while the clerical officers will languish on €24,000?  Were the potential knock-on ef-
fects considered?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I think the Taoiseach made clear there is no question of anybody else 
or any other position being treated like this.  It is a once-off at the Department of Health.

Deputy  Brian Stanley: I can guarantee Mr. Fraser, from my experience, that there will be 
other hands out, and they will be the hands of the people who are already in the highest-paid 
positions, not those at the bottom of the ladder.

Deputy  Mairéad Farrell: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Uasal Fraser as teacht os comhair an 
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choiste seo chun an t-ábhar fíorthábhachtach seo a phlé.

Deputy Stanley was asking about how the increase of €81,000 came about.  I heard Mr. 
Fraser’s response that the Minister wanted a figure of less than €300,000 but to this day, I have 
not received clarification as to how an €81,000 pay increase was actually chosen.  If we look at 
best practice, then surely the setting of compensation for a role is always a function of a process 
which is detailed, analytical and comparative.  From what we have seen and what Deputy Stan-
ley spoke of earlier, there was no comparative benchmarking, little, if any risk analysis done on 
the impact of knock-on claims from other Secretaries General - I do not think that the Taoiseach 
simply saying that there will not be is enough, a risk analysis would have been necessary -  and 
no calculations have been provided as to how the €81,000 pay increase was reached.  Does Mr. 
Fraser think that a process which does not have comparative benchmarking, no detailed risk 
analysis and no provision of calculations meets even the bare minimum acceptable standards 
in this process?   

Mr. Martin Fraser: While I would rather there was a much more scientific process for all 
of these things, there is not.  There is no public service pay body.  All we can do is work on what 
we know.  What I know from my experience of the labour market, from being on TLAC, and 
my own experience is what I have said in the correspondence.  I outlined the four options to the 
Taoiseach and Minister and they chose the option we are discussing, then this figure was arrived 
at which was less than €300,000.  I cannot tell the Deputy that there was some big process - 
there was not and we both know that.  It is a number less than €300,000.  That is the number that 
was reached.  It is higher than the normal remuneration but is less than remuneration for other 
jobs in the public service, as the Deputy knows.  It is not unusual internationally for people to be 
paid different amounts to the standard.  I would be very much in favour - in fact I would love it 
- if there was a more scientific benchmarking of all this.  There is plenty of evidence that would 
be of great use to everybody and it would be easier for everybody - the Deputy and myself, to be 
honest - to do it properly.  Maybe that is something the committee would consider.  These things 
are ascertainable, there is no doubt.  I am sure from my experience of the Irish labour market, 
TLAC and all the rest that my analysis is right about the types of people who apply for these 
jobs.  I know it, that is all I can bring to the table.  I have nothing more sophisticated than that.

Deputy  Mairéad Farrell: I thank Mr. Fraser for being so frank in his response; it is very 
refreshing.  He mentioned that we do not have a public pay body.  Does he think there should 
be one that would examine it in a more analytical way?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I think so, yes.  I am not looking for any sympathy for the senior public 
service or anything like that, it is important to get the right people for these jobs.  I would really 
rather be talking about a proper benchmarked assessment of the labour market.  If my experi-
ence is wrong about what the labour market says for these jobs, I would be happy to be proven 
wrong, but I think it would be much better if there was proper benchmarking for these things.  
People do it, I am aware of reports that suggest what the labour market is but I do not stand over 
them either.  Deputy Stanley listed a whole load of examples of much lower pay.  It may also be 
that is the case.  It would be much better if it was much more transparent and people could see 
the basis on which these judgements are being made.

Deputy  Mairéad Farrell: I thank Mr. Fraser.  I am in full agreement with him on that.  
Over the past months, the key thing that has continually been used as reasoning for this pay in-
crease was that first, it was commensurate with the scale of responsibility but as Deputy Stanley 
clearly outlined, people with similar jobs are on much less pay.  Also, as Deputy Stanley said, 
the Secretary General with responsibility for housing, Mr. Fraser himself and other Secretaries 
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General have just the same scale of responsibility.  Then there was the idea that it was needed 
to attract international talent but ultimately, we had someone who was working for the State 
already, doing an excellent job where he was who was fully able and capable of taking on the 
job which he did.  He has stated clearly that he was happy to waive that increase and that he did 
not feel it was needed at this time.

I wrote to the Commission for Public Service Appointments on this matter on the basis that 
it is the regulator when it comes to public service appointments.  I understand Mr. Fraser is on 
its board.  I asked it about this because in many ways, the appointment ended up being a lateral 
move within the public service and we know that in respect of public pay, lateral moves should 
not mean any change in pay.  The commission has told me it was not appropriate for it to com-
ment on this.  That is a matter for it to say, but can Mr. Fraser explain to me why he thinks the 
regulator might feel it would not be appropriate to comment on a matter pertaining to the regu-
lation of public service appointments and how this differs from it not to be able to comment?  

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am a member of the commission, that is correct.  I do not get to go 
to all the meetings so it may be that I missed the Deputy’s correspondence.  However we got 
there, and the committee is clear how we got there, there was a full, open TLAC competition 
for this post, which was run by the Public Appointments Service, who are people of the highest 
integrity.  It has extremely clear rules and guidelines and a code of practice for these things.  All 
the candidates were treated exactly the same.  All the candidates got a fair shout at this and the 
person who got it, got it.  I completely understand why people query the remuneration decision 
but I have to say the Public Appointments Service process was 100% above board.  I cannot 
over-emphasise that service’s integrity.  It is absolutely straight down the line.  Everybody was 
treated the same and everybody had to have the same chance of getting this job too, and they 
did - every candidate had the same chance.

Deputy  Mairéad Farrell: I want to be clear, because that is something that is repeatedly 
said back to me when I ask questions about this, I am in no way suggesting that this was not 
above board, that the person who was chosen should not have been chosen or anything of that 
sort.  The point is that we keep being told that this €81,000 pay increase was needed and was 
the only way we could attract someone to the position, when there was someone who was happy 
and willing to do it at its original level.  It was someone who was already working within the 
State and I wish him all the best in the role.

Mr. Fraser has been clear that there should be transparency and accountability, which I wel-
come.  What procedural reforms would he recommend to improve transparency and account-
ability and to restore public trust?  The fact is, this has really angered people.  It was not some-
thing about which it was just within the bubbles of Leinster House that people were annoyed, 
it was felt on the ground and something that all of us as public representatives heard regularly, 
because people have struggled so much this year.   The sum of €81,000 is a galling figure that 
clearly amounts to a massive pay increase.  We need to ensure that public trust around this is 
restored and we need more transparency.  What are Mr. Fraser’s views on that?  

Mr. Martin Fraser: While it is his own business, I should point out that as everyone is 
aware, the person who got the job did not take the pay increase in the end.  I know the Deputy 
knows that but in terms of public trust, in fairness to him as a civil servant, that is a decision 
he made voluntarily.  Ideally, if the issue is there is a question about whether the remuneration 
package for the senior civil or public servants is not getting the candidates we need, all we can 
do is have a transparent conversation about that.  The Top-Level Appointments Committee pub-
lishes a report every year, I think its latest report will be published in the next couple of weeks, 
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and it goes through the process and its findings.  I am a member of it, so I know the debate.  It 
occasionally makes glancing remarks about the type of people who apply or how people feel 
about the job or whether remuneration is an issue or if there are other reasons that people do 
not apply, all of that debate.  I think it would be much better if there was a transparent process 
where there was a full assessment of the labour market, the candidates and the processes and 
to see whether we have issues.  There may be remuneration issues, and I believe there are in 
a very limited number of cases.  People may feel that jobs are too challenging or easy.  I do 
not know, but some of these jobs are difficult enough.  If someone examined this matter inde-
pendently, we would all be in a much better place.  That examination should be laid before the 
Dáil and debated and there should be a proper conversation about it.  I would much rather it if 
we did not need to have a conversation like this and if we did not have problems getting good 
people in certain areas, but we have had those problems.  Be it requested by the Government, 
the Oireachtas or both, there should be a professional and independent analysis of this matter 
and that analysis should be debated in the Parliament and the Government.  Everyone would 
then know where we were coming from.  That is what we should do.

Deputy  Neale Richmond: I thank Mr. Fraser for participating in this meeting and for his 
remarks so far.  I wish to pick up on a point he made in his closing remarks to Deputy Farrell’s 
questions.  He stated that the current Secretary General had waived the salary increase.  How-
ever, that Secretary General has said that it was being waived until the economic conditions 
improved.  What defines that improvement?  Is it at his discretion?  Is it at the discretion of cen-
tral Government, be that elected representatives or officialdom?  Is this a temporary measure?

Mr. Martin Fraser: It is a voluntary decision by the person appointed to the job, so it is at 
his discretion.

Deputy  Neale Richmond: How to define “economic improvement” would be open to in-
terpretation.  While it was a meaningful and welcome gesture, who knows for how long it will 
continue?

I wish to follow up on a response that Mr. Fraser gave to Deputy Stanley.  Mr. Fraser stated 
that he did not believe there would be a knock-on effect, but surely the precedent has already 
been set so that, in the appointment of any future Secretary General by any Government party 
or the Government as a whole, this example will be cited.  Does Mr. Fraser not concede that this 
has set a precedent?  Once something is done, it can happen again.

Mr. Martin Fraser: Anything can happen regardless of whether it has happened previously.  
We have appointed four Secretaries General in recent months and two appointments are under 
way.  None of those positions is getting an increased remuneration.  The Secretary General of 
the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, which is the one that people enjoy the most, 
is being advertised and is subject to a Top-Level Appointments Committee, TLAC, competition 
on the exact same terms.  When my term is up, I would be amazed if there was any change in 
the terms and conditions for my successor.

I do not believe this situation sets a precedent.  All the evidence shows it will not be.  Of 
course, people may be opportunistic, but I know my colleagues - I hope I do anyway - and I do 
not think that anyone would believe that the Department of Health was anything other than a 
special case, which is the basis of this decision.

Deputy  Neale Richmond: I am struck by the use of the term “amazed”.  This is not reflec-
tion on Mr. Fraser or any of his colleagues.  As he rightly stated, the original allocation of salary, 
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which has been policy for quite some time, is meant to attract people from outside the Civil 
Service who might be the most suitable.  While we all recognise that the Department of Health 
is a special case, surely Mr. Fraser’s own position is also a special case as the most senior civil 
servant, and the same argument can be made whenever it goes out to competition.  There is an 
impression that we have had four appointments since in a politically charged atmosphere, but 
once a precedent is set, clarity should be given as to whether it remains a possibility.

My final question will be short.  We have spoken about the difference between an acting 
Secretary General and an interim one and, without naming them, the two individuals who held 
those positions in the Department of Health.  Will Mr. Fraser clarify who appointed the interim 
Secretary General who is now the Secretary General and what was the process put in place for 
that appointment?

Mr. Martin Fraser: In essence, of the several ways that people end up as Secretary Gen-
eral, one of which is a lateral transfer.  The interim Secretary General was formally appointed 
by the Government.  The Taoiseach informed the Government of this transfer.  Really, these 
decisions are made by the Taoiseach, the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, the rel-
evant line Ministers and, in this case, the party leaders in the coalition, but they are formally 
Government decisions because the person appointed has to become the new Accounting Officer 
of the Department.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: May I ask the Chairman for two points of clarification?  They 
will inform my questioning of Mr. Fraser.  Will the Chairman confirm whether the new Secre-
tary General of the Department of Health has agreed to participate in these hearings?

Chairman: No, he has not confirmed yet.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Okay.

Chairman: He sent us a press release.  I do not think he is interested in participating.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: He has not confirmed or refused.

Chairman: What was the Deputy’s second question?

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Just to clarify, he has not declined or accepted.  Is that fair to 
say?

Chairman: He says he has no role in the matter as the Secretary General of the Department 
of Health.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I would interpret that as a refusal.  Has the Taoiseach respond-
ed to his invitation to participate?

Chairman: No.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: That is grand.  I thank the Chairman.

I welcome Mr. Fraser.  As he will see from those two answers, it is impossible for this com-
mittee and the delegation from the Committee of Public Accounts to have the sort of transparent 
process needed to debate and consider these matters when the relevant Secretary General be-
lieves he has nothing to do with the process and the Taoiseach of the day has yet to respond as to 
whether he will participate in our discussion.  Although I am a guest of this committee, I know 
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that, perhaps for the first time ever, the Taoiseach does not intend to present the Estimates for 
his own Department.  I believe the Minister of State will attend instead, which would be most 
unusual.  It is difficult for us to do our work as committees when the culture is one of circling 
the wagons, telling committees nothing and, if possible, not attending at all.

Is Mr. Fraser a member of the TLAC?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: He served with the relevant candidate in what was then the 
Department of Social Welfare way back.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not understand.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Did Mr. Fraser serve with the relevant person?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am sorry, but I do not know who the Deputy means by the “relevant 
person”.  Does he mean the man who got the job in the Department of Health?

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Yes.  Mr. Robert Watt.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I believe we are not supposed to use names, but I know who the 
Deputy means.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I am sorry, but we are perfectly entitled to use names.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I thought-----

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: That is why parliamentary privilege exists, as I am sure Mr. 
Fraser knows.  I was going to-----

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am sorry, Deputy.  I was trying to interpret the Chairman’s instruc-
tions to me at the start, not those to the Deputy.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I know from my experience of 19 years, and Mr. Fraser knows 
from his longer experience in the public service, that we are well entitled to use names.  We will 
just take that as read.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am just-----

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Will Mr. Fraser confirm that he served with the now Secretary 
General of the Department of Health as a more junior officer in the then Department of Social 
Welfare?  Would that be fair to say?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.  It would be completely untrue, actually.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: The two of them never served together.

Mr. Martin Fraser: We have worked together over the past few years, but he is not a De-
partment of Social Welfare man.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I am sorry.  I thought he was.

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, he is not a Department of Social Welfare man at all.



2 JUNE 2021

11

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I got that wrong.

Chairman: On that salary, he is certainly not a social welfare man.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Does Mr. Fraser believe it is appropriate for him to be on the 
TLAC, having served with the Secretary General?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I have participated in God knows how many TLAC interviews.  Al-
most everyone I interview at the TLAC - not everyone, as people from various walks of life go 
for TLAC interviews - is someone I know.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Does Mr. Fraser believe that is appropriate?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Somebody has to do it.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Sure.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am the Secretary General to the Government, which makes me an ex 
officio member of the TLAC.  The TLAC interviews people for senior Civil Service roles.  I 
believe it is appropriate that I am a member of the TLAC.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Okay.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am quite capable of being impartial.  I was in a personnel role for 
a long time as well.  Regardless of whether we know them, we give bad news to most of the 
people we interview.  It is not really a wonderful job.  Some 80% of candidates do not get the 
job.  It is not as if being on the TLAC is wonderful or I can help people I know.  Unfortunately, 
that is not the way.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I never said it was one way or another.  I am just asking a few 
questions.

Mr. Martin Fraser: Okay.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Is it the case that the head of TLAC is the chair of TLAC?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: His name is Conor Brady.  Is that right?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is correct.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: He is a former editor of The Irish Times.  Is that correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I think so.  Yes.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I have an article in front of me that he wrote.  It is entitled “The 
Civil Service is a Game with No Consequences”.  He wrote that the response to failure was 
“sideways moves” and “easy exits”.  He was writing at the time of a change at the top of the 
HSE.  Did Mr. Fraser approach Conor Brady to be the head of TLAC?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Who appoints a person to that role?
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Mr. Martin Fraser: The Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform is the person who 
picks the head of TLAC.  The Taoiseach formally appoints them, but it is the Minister who 
chooses the person.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Which Taoiseach and which Minister recruited or made the 
appointments in this case?  Is it done by way of approaching someone to ask if he or she would 
be prepared to take on this role?  How is it done?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I actually do not know.  I am sure it is done in some way like that.  I 
think Conor Brady was a member of TLAC.  As Deputy MacSharry knows, there are 13 mem-
bers and he was a member.  For as long as I am on TLAC, it has always been an independent 
chair.  The first chair would have been new, but since then, if my memory serves me, the inde-
pendent chair has generally formerly been an independent member, because they have a bit of 
experience to chair it.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: How long has the current chairman been a member of TLAC?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I honestly do not know.  I know he is chair since the end of 2019 
because I was reading the annual report recently.  He is probably on it two or three years but 
Deputy MacSharry should forgive me as I cannot quite remember.  TLAC is funny-----

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Presumably, Mr. Fraser remembers being on TLAC when he 
was neither a member nor the chair.  Is that correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Like Deputy Stanley, I would not be questioning anybody’s 
qualifications.  I must allude to questioning the then Secretary General of the Department of 
Public Expenditure and Reform about a €10 million mistake that was made by the Office of 
Public Works, OPW.  I questioned the then chief commissioner of the OPW as to whether there 
was a disciplinary process afoot because somebody had made such a mistake, which was the 
mis-measuring of Miesian Plaza.  Mr. Fraser may recall that.  I was told there was not a dis-
ciplinary process.  I put a question at the Committee of Public Accounts to the then Secretary 
General of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.  I asked him if he was aware of 
this technical fault and if it was a matter of surprise to him that there was no disciplinary pro-
cess afoot due to the negligent behaviour that lost the State €10 million over the lifetime of the 
lease.  I will paraphrase his response, but it is an accurate description of what the then Secretary 
General of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform said.  He said we do not employ 
a “gotcha” culture in the Department and mistakes - given the questioning I was putting – such 
as the loss of €10 million, was something to be learned from.  It would be a learning experience.  
Is this what we can look forward to in the Department of Health?  I refer to the culture of people 
losing such money from basic banana maths type mistakes that cost the taxpayer €10 million.  
Are we paying someone €292,000 a year who can look forward to a retirement package in the 
region of €600,000, to uphold a culture which allows such losses from basic mistakes to be a 
learning experience?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know anything about the Deputy’s conversation about the 
OPW-----

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: It was not a conversation.  This is a matter of public record.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I understand that, but I just do not know anything about it.
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Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Does Mr. Fraser not think that he should?  Is it the case that 
he, as the Secretary General to the Government, supports a culture that sees loss of moneys due 
to mistakes as learning experiences, as was the case with the well publicised mistake by the 
commissioners in the OPW, relative to Miesian Plaza, which has realised a loss of €10 million 
to the people?  The Secretary General of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 
said we do not pursue a “gotcha” culture and it is a learning experience.  Now we have upped 
that person’s salary by €81,000 and asked him to take over a €22 billion Department.  Is such a 
culture acceptable in the public service?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Deputy MacSharry has asked me a few questions.  If he wants to ask 
me my attitude to how I run things I am responsible for-----

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Mr. Fraser is responsible for them all.  Is he not the head of the 
Civil Service?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, I am not the head of the Civil Service.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: The Secretary General of the Department of the Taoiseach used 
to be head of the Civil Service.  Did that role not fall to Mr. Fraser?

Mr. Martin Fraser: There is no head of the Civil Service in Ireland.  There has been in 
other jurisdictions.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: So there is nobody in charge.  Is that the case?

Mr. Martin Fraser: It depends on the topic.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I am talking about the loss of taxpayers’ money.  The head of 
TLAC, who wrote that the Civil Service is a game with no consequences went on to say the 
response to failure is “sideways moves” and “easy exits”.  The Secretary General of the Depart-
ment of Public Expenditure and Reform told me at the Committee of Public Accounts – the 
record will show it – that we do not have a “gotcha” culture.  In other words, it is okay in the 
context of the example I am using here, to lose €10 million without anything other than for that 
to be a learning experience.

Is that the culture that Mr. Fraser would like to promote?  He is a member of TLAC, which 
presumably chose this candidate.  He is now in charge of the biggest budget we have, along 
with social welfare.  Is this the culture that is there?  Conor Brady is the independent chair of 
TLAC.  Mr. Fraser remembers a time when he was neither a member of TLAC nor its chair.  
Was he right in his article or did he introduce reforms since he came in?

It gives me no pleasure to say that what I am hearing from Mr. Fraser now is that he is not 
the head of the Civil Service and there is no head of the Civil Service and the Department of 
Public Expenditure and Reform’s attitude that losing money through negligence and mistakes 
is an acceptable culture and that we do not have a “gotcha” culture.  Mr. Fraser is not very 
convincing, and it does not give me the confidence that we should be paying people €100,000 
never mind €300,000.

Mr. Martin Fraser: Deputy MacSharry is talking about a situation that he came across at 
the Committee of Public Accounts, which I am sure is very serious, but I just do not have any 
knowledge of it so it is not fair for me to comment on it.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I gave Mr. Fraser an example that is in the public domain.  In 
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fact, the then Secretary General of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform’s first 
answer at the Committee of Public Accounts meeting, which makes me even more worried, was 
that he was not even aware that the commissioners in the OPW made such a banana maths basic 
mistake that lost €10 million of taxpayers’ money and ended up being the subject of a “Prime 
Time Investigates” programme.  Mr. Fraser is not aware of it.  The then Secretary General of 
the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform was not aware of it that day and we are here 
justifying the payment of €81,000.

Let me move on.  I can see that I am not going to make any progress here, but I want to make 
a clear point.  The Civil Service, that has nobody in charge and no head to it, has a culture as 
defined by a man to whom we are after giving an extra €81,000, who has a retirement package 
worth in excess of €650,000 and €146,000 every year for the rest of his life.  He stated that it is 
okay to make mistakes, it is a learning experience and we do not have a “gotcha” culture.

We keep saying we cannot get talent.  Could I suggest, as my learned colleague and friend, 
the Chair of the Committee of Public Accounts, stated earlier, that we might talk to the Brits 
about how they manage to recruit?  They recruited a head of the NHS.  I take issue with the 
Chairman, Deputy Stanley, on his figures being slightly wrong but in the same ballpark.  The 
head of the NHS, Simon Stevens, is paid €242,962.15.  He is responsible for 1.4 million staff 
and many multiples of the budget of the HSE.  The permanent secretary at the Department of 
Health in the UK, Chris Wormald, has 2,160 staff, as opposed to our Department of Health, 
which has approximately 600, and he is paid €214,920.17.  We just cannot find people.  Mr. 
Fraser is on TLAC.

Chairman: I remind Deputy MacSharry of his time.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I would love to see the 23 applications that came in so that 
based on my own experience of business and the public sector I could make an informed deci-
sion on whether we did get the right person.  I will leave it there for now.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I have a number of questions on the subject.  If Mr. Fraser an-
swers them quite directly, I will not keep anybody very long.  I will ask him to clarify one thing.  
He said earlier that Mr. Watt did not take the pay increase.  Is that correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: He said that he waived it.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Did he waive it completely or just for a period of time?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Again, it is his decision.  He made a statement at the time so-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: No, Mr. Fraser made the statement and said that Mr. Watt did not 
take the pay increase.  Did he defer it?

Mr. Martin Fraser: He made a statement that he was waiving it.  My understanding, there-
fore, is that he is not taking it.  He is not currently in receipt of it.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Is it Mr. Fraser’s understanding that Mr. Watt’s pension calcula-
tions will be based on the salary without the increase?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know the answer to that question.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: The answer then is a misnomer.  It was deferred on the basis of 
public pressure, end of story.  We can take it that Mr. Watt received the €81,000 increase but has 
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deferred taking it, rather than having Mr. Fraser making statements that Mr. Watt did not take 
the pay increase.  This is a public forum and we need to be clear.  Is that fair to say?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is fair.  It would have been better for me to say he waived it.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: It would have been, absolutely.  Mr. Fraser might answer “Yes” 
or “No” to my next question.  Does he agree that the Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform normally operates a challenge function to requests for salary increases across the Civil 
Service and public service?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Who was the Secretary General in the Department of Public 
Expenditure and Reform when student nurses sought an increase?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know.  I presume it was the person who is now in the Depart-
ment of Health.  I am not in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, however, so I 
do not know.  The Deputy is talking about last year.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Okay.  Can we assume that no matter who it is, however, the 
Secretary General in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform would challenge any 
possible request for an increase in the Civil Service or public service?

Mr. Martin Fraser: He or she would certainly ask questions about it.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I have never seen a request go unchallenged.  One would, there-
fore, assume that would be the case.  Where was the challenge by the Department of Public 
Expenditure and Reform to this salary increase?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I think the Deputy will find that some of the officials did query it.  The 
committee was even provided with a note that was given to the Minister.  The Minister made 
this decision in the end, as he made clear to the committee.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: There was, therefore, no challenge or scrutiny by the Depart-
ment of Public Expenditure and Reform?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am sorry; I am pretty sure this note was given to the committee.  I 
believe that officials in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform raised questions.  
We all know what the difficulties were with this decision.  The Minister has been clear on that.  
They challenged and raised issues with it but the Minister made that decision.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser made a previous statement a number of times that 
he would like to see a more transparent process.  Has he given that advice to the Government?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I probably have, yes.  I have not written it down.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: That is a “Yes” or “No” answer.  Has Mr. Fraser given that ad-
vice?

Mr. Martin Fraser: It is my view and I have certainly expressed it, not just in this forum.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Has Mr. Fraser given that advice in an official format?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Not in an official format because it is not my area.  It is-----
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Deputy  Verona Murphy: Is it the case that Mr. Fraser is making that statement when it re-
ally does not matter if he has given that advice because he not put in place a process to achieve 
that goal?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am sorry but I am going to have to think hard about this.  I believe the 
Government was presented some time ago with a Public Service Pay Commission report, which 
suggested that there be some sort of transparent higher remuneration in the public service.  This 
includes, obviously, senior politicians as well.  The Government decided not to set it up.  I can-
not remember.  I can come back to the Deputy with the details on that.  To go back to Deputy 
Mairéad Farrell’s point, I think it would be much better if there was an independent assessment 
of the evidence base for these decisions.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: We all think that.  It is not rocket science.  When one civil ser-
vant who is already in receipt of substantial remuneration transfers from one Department to 
another and secures a salary increase of €81,000, it is pretty standard and obvious that this is 
not normal or transparent.  I ask again if Mr. Fraser is aware, particularly as a member of the 
TLAC, of a process in which the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform carried out any 
scrutiny of this salary increase?

Mr. Martin Fraser: As I said, there was not particular involvement by the Department of 
Public Expenditure and Reform.  The decision was made by the Minister.  The Deputy has the 
notes of the meeting in October.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I would not be asking the question if I thought the notes an-
swered it.  I am asking Mr. Fraser because the notes are not really answering the questions.

Mr. Martin Fraser: As I said-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: They are very evasive, actually.  I have them here, in case Mr. 
Fraser thinks I do not have them.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I believe the Deputy.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: There are no answers.  It is pathetic that we have to call Mr. Fra-
ser in and ask him these questions, which he believes the notes answer.  Where is the challenge 
to the request?  Why was it not challenged?  If the Minister made the decision, does Mr. Fraser 
concur with him making that kind of decision?  Does he think it was warranted?

Mr. Martin Fraser: As I said, the Deputy can see exactly in the note the four options I 
outlined.  That was one of them and the Minister chose it.  I think it was a reasonable decision.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser, therefore, proposed it.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I outlined the four options, which are set out in the note the Deputy 
has in front of her.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Right.  The Minister chose one without taking any advice.  He 
did that independently.

Mr. Martin Fraser: He got advice from me.  His officials were also involved to some de-
gree later on in the process.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: How often has this happened before?
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Mr. Martin Fraser: I am not involved in all these things but it has happened.  One that I re-
ally recall was the HSE CEO competition.  We had a situation where we got nobody appointed 
in the end and had to rerun the competition with an increased remuneration package.  To a 
certain extent, the Garda Commissioner probably got an enhanced package in a bid to attract a 
wider pool of candidates.  There are a couple of others.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Is that the current Garda Commissioner?

Mr. Martin Fraser: There was one for the current Commissioner.  Again, I was not in-
volved but the Financial Regulator was a very obvious one.  When Mr. Matthew Elderfield was 
appointed Financial Regulator, he was on a much higher remuneration than the Governor of the 
Central Bank at the time, for example.  There have been a few but not many.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser has mentioned all those and that is fine.  As briefly as 
he can, what is his role in this process?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I will be very brief.  I have written down my role in the letter, which 
I can find for the Deputy if she likes.  The letter is not that long.  Basically, I had to advise the 
Taoiseach and the Ministers about their various options for appointing a Secretary General and 
the various possible outcomes of each option, which I did.  That is in the note the Deputy has.  I 
had to take on a role of doing some more work on this with the Minister for Public Expenditure 
and Reform, and I am also on TLAC.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: In compiling all that advice, do we have an actuary in the De-
partment who would provide Mr. Fraser with an actuarial valuation of an appointment such as 
Mr. Watt’s over and above an outside candidate?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform probably has actu-
aries but not the Taoiseach’s Department.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I asked Mr. Fraser if he had an actuary to provide him with ad-
vice for him to advise the Minister and Taoiseach?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Again, as I said in my letter, my advice is based on my experience of 
the candidate pools for these positions.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Very good.  It was, therefore, based on Mr. Fraser’s own inclina-
tion, opinion or experience.

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, the facts of the matter.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I asked Mr. Fraser if this happened before.  Was he involved in 
the appointment of all the other candidates, with whom this has happened before, to have gar-
nered that experience?

Mr. Martin Fraser: My experience comes not just from this position but all appointments 
in which I am involved.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: This has only happened in certain instances, however.  How 
many of the other instances was Mr. Fraser involved in?

Mr. Martin Fraser: My experience, to which I refer, is not derived from these instances but 
from my broader experience of the Civil Service and the candidate pool for jobs.  That is the 
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basis of my experience, not this.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Out of the 23 applicants, Mr. Fraser felt that the best candidate 
was Mr. Watt.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I was not involved in the whole process.  I was involved in the final 
interview.  I do not, therefore, know who the 23 candidates were.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser’s only recommendation to the Taoiseach and the 
Minister, therefore, was the remuneration.

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, I was involved at the very end.  As I said, however, I cannot 
speak to the 23 candidates because I was not involved.  The process of TLAC is long enough 
and involves shortlisting, preliminary interviews, psychological tests and references.  There is 
a presentation interview.  I was not involved in the whole process so I cannot speak to the 23 
candidates.  I was obviously part of the recommendation at the end that Mr. Watt’s name go to 
the Minister, however.  I would be comfortable with that explanation.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: To come back to the basis of Mr. Fraser’s recommendation, pub-
lic moneys provide the salary for all public service and Civil Service appointments.  I will ask 
again.  What actuarial figures were put together to apply a differentiation on the basis of value 
for money between 23 candidates to state we could have somebody internally at a particular 
cost or externally at a particular cost?  I very much fail to believe we did not have anybody of 
the calibre required in 23 applicants.  What was the cost differential?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The terms are the same for everybody and they are published on the 
Public Appointments Service website.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Just so that Mr. Fraser does not get confused, an existing civil 
servant is on a pension provided by the Exchequer and an outside candidate does not necessar-
ily acquire the same level of pension.  Am I correct on this?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is correct, so they-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: There could be hundreds of thousands of euro in the difference 
between what Mr. Watt would achieve over an external candidate.  Is this correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am really not an expert on pensions.  It does depend on the indi-
vidual-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser was advising on this basis.  This is public money.  We 
are here to ascertain how much.  The increase is €81,000 per annum but it equates to hundreds 
of thousands in pensionable benefits over and above an external candidate because he is an ex-
isting civil servant.  If we look at the 40 years’ service rule, it turns into hundreds of thousands 
of euro.  Is this correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The answer to the Deputy’s question is the Public Appointments Ser-
vice sets out the terms and conditions and there are different terms and conditions for different 
types of people.  It is true that if people are appointed from the private sector-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I am coming back in because I do not want to take up everyone’s 
time.  The question I asked is whether a monetary differential was calculated on the basis of 
providing an internal or external candidate.
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Mr. Martin Fraser: The process is that the conditions are set out in advance.  There are 
different terms and conditions for different-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser, will you listen to the question, please, to avoid tak-
ing up everybody else’s time?  Was there a calculation done actuarially to establish whether 
we spent hundreds of thousands of euro of taxpayers’ money in the long run by appointing an 
internal candidate?  Did Mr. Fraser know when he was giving advice what the cost would be of 
providing Mr. Watt with the job over an external candidate without the same pensionable ser-
vice in the Civil Service?  Did he know how much the difference was?  Did he try to ascertain 
what it was?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I have to give the Deputy the answer to the question.  The answer to 
the question-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: It is “Yes” or “No”.  Did Mr. Fraser know how much the differ-
ence was?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am afraid I have to answer the Deputy’s question.  The answer is the 
way this works is the terms and conditions are published on the Public Appointments Service 
website.  The Deputy is correct that-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Mr. Fraser-----

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, it is-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: -----did you know monetarily what the cost to the Exchequer 
would be of appointing an internal versus an external candidate?  Did you know how much it 
would cost?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am afraid I am going to have to give the Deputy the answer to the 
question that I believe is the answer.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Okay.  I will ask it a different way.  What was the difference in 
monetary terms?  How much would we have saved by appointing an external candidate?  Per-
haps it would have cost us more.  What was the difference?  How much?

Mr. Martin Fraser: If I could answer the question, and if the Deputy is not happy with 
my answer, she might ask me again.  The answer to the question is that the way this is done is 
these jobs are publicly advertised and the terms and conditions, including the pension terms, are 
publicly advertised.  The Deputy is absolutely right there are different terms for serving public 
servants, and there are different types of serving public servants and it depends on how long 
they are in the job.  Of course, the pension is higher for a longer serving public servant.  They 
are then advertised and everybody can apply for the job on the basis of-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I did not ask you that.

Chairman: I thank the Deputy.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I still have not finished my-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: You are only waffling now and I have to stop you because other 
members of the committee-----

Chairman: Deputy Murphy, please.
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Deputy  Verona Murphy: Just one final question.

Chairman: A brief question.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Does Mr. Fraser know monetarily the cost difference between 
providing an external candidate and an internal candidate such as Mr. Watt?  Did Mr. Fraser 
know?

Chairman: I think that question has been put and answered.  Deputy Murphy is not going 
to have any further-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: It has not been answered, with respect.  I have not heard any 
figure mentioned.

Chairman: Mr. Fraser is just going to repeat the answer he has given.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: In that case, we have to assume there was no actuarial-----

Chairman: The Deputy will have to deduce that herself, I am afraid, and so will the public.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I thank the Chair.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: Others have spoken to the concerns around the process and 
the way decisions are being made.  I want to begin from below.  We have spoken about the 
context of the pandemic.  The decisions are also happening in the context of the end of some of 
the financial emergency measures in the public interest, FEMPI, the unravelling of FEMPI, the 
wider issue of the public pay review and the restoration of public pay.  This is a big concern I 
have, leaving aside some of the very important questions others have asked on the exact stages 
of the process, who advised whom and to what extent.

I have read some of the responses we received from Departments on the building momentum 
pay agreement.  They speak about how somebody on €25,000 might see a 4% increase over the 
lifetime of that agreement.  However, we have this role, which is also a public role, for which 
we are looking at a 40% increase all of our sudden.  I have this concern about what message is 
being sent.  Mr. Fraser spoke about market sentiment and the factors that might influence those 
who apply or do not apply.  This is really a question for the Taoiseach about leadership and the 
Department of the Taoiseach with regard to the message it sends when we have this tiptoeing 
increase for those on lower incomes.

The wages of the secretarial assistants in the Seanad start at €24,000.  They were told previ-
ously by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform there is a concern that if the figure 
were increased, it could send a politically negative message.  We have slow, incremental, tiny 
increases.  The goal, and the stated policy, has been that the unwinding of FEMPI would begin 
with those on lower incomes.  This would be the priority and it would send the signal and mes-
sage we need to send to society.  Does Mr. Fraser see damage to this message when we see this 
large increase at the same time as we have these small measures?

I appreciate that we need appropriate people for roles.  I sat on a committee where the Data 
Protection Commission spoke about its difficulties in getting appropriate people to do its very 
important work because of the very rigid rules not at the top level but in the mid-level at which 
it hires.  These are all people who are staying within the scales of our public service.  Often, 
they have encountered real difficulties doing what they need to do, even within those scales.  
We have seen those at the very bottom of scale getting paltry increases that will creep up and 
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will not even match their rent increases.  Then we see this 40% spike.  Is Mr. Fraser concerned 
about the message this sends?  Does he see damage not just in the knock-on effect on claims?  
We know of this because Mr. Fraser has already cited the CEO of the HSE and the Garda Com-
missioner as examples.  The very fact he is giving us these examples to justify this tells us there 
will be a knock-on effect at the top level.  Is he worried about the signal it sends to those on the 
lower incomes in our public service?

Mr. Martin Fraser: It was not my decision but that is not to evade my role in the matter.  I 
share the concerns of the Senator as she has expressed them.  All I can say is I believe this is an 
exceptional situation.  I can only begin to explain it by reference to the overwhelming need we 
have to reform our health service, improve it and get better outcomes for people who need these 
services.  That is the rationale in the HSE.  It is a different rationale in the case of the Garda 
Commissioner.  These are such fundamental positions for the good of our citizens.  I understand 
what the Senator said, however.  Of course I do.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: It needs to be more than understanding.  We see a great in-
flexibility between and within the layers.  I mentioned health.  In the case of the pay request for 
student nurses, for example, there was a conversation about whether there would be a knock-
on effect and whether student gardaí would also need it.  We have been hearing the knock-on 
argument used in relation to those on lower pay who are doing exceptional work in exceptional 
circumstances.  It is not enough to say that.  This is the Department of the Taoiseach - the lead-
ership of the country - and there was a reason.  This is important.

I will go back to Mr. Fraser’s specific role in relation to the pay commission.  The pay com-
mission made a decision that the unravelling of FEMPI should begin from the bottom up.  That 
was a policy decision.  Does this case not contradict the decision that the restoration of public 
pay following that difficult period should begin from the bottom up?  Does it not contradict that 
policy?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The policy is as the Senator outlined and the restoration of the pay cuts 
have happened from the bottom up.  As the Senator will be aware, there are very few people 
who have not had the pay cuts restored, all of whom are at the top of the system.  In that sense 
the policy has been fair.  This case is an exception and of course, it runs somewhat counter to 
that concept.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: That is the policy issue.  Mr. Fraser mentioned that he would 
like if there was a process in place.  That recommendation was made in 2017 or 2019.  There 
was a recommendation from the pay commission which Mr. Fraser is a member of that a new 
mechanism be put in place for senior pay.  The review body on higher remuneration in the 
public sector had been disbanded at the beginning of FEMPI.  Would it not be more important 
to send a signal of transparency?  Would it have been appropriate to seek to have the review 
body established and use that as a mechanism?  Mr. Fraser talked about giving advice on why 
we need to hike the payment for this particular role but he also told us he was not giving his 
personal advice in respect of implementing a transparent review body on higher remuneration.  
Surely it would have been right and proper to put that body in place before making any radical 
or unusual decisions in respect of higher pay.  That does not mean one cannot recruit somebody 
under the current process or that one might not want to recruit someone for more pay but that a 
mechanism should have been put in place to do that properly.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am not on the pay commission.
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Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: Sorry, I meant the Public Service Pay Commission.

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, I am not on that commission.  There was a reference earlier to the 
Commission for Public Service Appointments, which is a new body.  The Ceann Comhairle and 
a couple of other people are members.  It is a little known body that deals with complaints about 
interviews, recruitment and stuff like that.

I am not on the pay commission and because the Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform is the Department in charge, I am not as involved in these matters as people think.  I am 
involved in this case because I tend to be involved in the creation of new Departments, moves 
by Secretaries General and so forth.  My role is limited.

Deputy Mairéad Farrell asked me a question and I gave her a truthful answer.  I would much 
prefer to be talking about a transparent report on these matters than this ad hoc system that we 
have at present.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: Nonetheless, regardless of whether Mr. Fraser is on the 
Public Service Pay Commission, the recommendation of that commission would be that a new 
review body on higher remuneration in the public sector be put in place.  Given that Mr. Fraser 
is somebody who is being called upon in terms of his experience in this area, is that not advice 
that he could have given?  He informed us that this is his opinion but he also told us that he had 
not communicated that opinion in respect of the need for a review body on higher remunera-
tion.  He would not have had to reinvent the wheel in that sense, in that a recommendation had 
already been made.

Mr. Martin Fraser: There was a Government decision on this matter a few years.  I am 
working from memory.  I was not involved in the formulation of that proposal; it was the Min-
ister for Public Expenditure and Reform.  I would have to check what the outcome of that was.  
I have a memory that it was decided not to set up such a body.  It was not my decision but I have 
a memory that that was decided.  As I say, what we are talking about today only makes the point 
again that there should be some transparent way of looking at this.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: TLAC has been mentioned.  Does a concern arise when one 
sees a 40% hike?  Could Mr. Fraser comment on that percentage?  What message does that give 
compared to the 4% increase over a period of time for a public servant on €25,000?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I made the comment that, of course, I could see the point the Senator 
had made.  All I can say is it is only justifiable if we can see really good improvements in our 
health service and much better use of resources.  That is the whole point of this appointment 
being made the way it was.  We will have to see.  There are so many challenges in health.  That 
is the rationale.  Had it been done a different way, we would have a different set of problems.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: I am trying to point out that we are still missing the rationale 
for the 40% increase, one that would definitively show us we would not be able to get some-
body.  With respect, the single experience of recruiting for the CEO of the HSE is not a suf-
ficient benchmark, rather than the many other benchmarks that have been offered from across 
Europe.  The reason I am highlighting the damage that is done by an increase of 40% is not to 
get Mr. Fraser to agree with me - he may recognise that it is damaging - but to highlight that 
the risk is not only the monetary amount that is lost but also the damage that is done in terms 
of engagement and faith in the social and economic dialogue on public pay.  That level of risk 
is the reason the rationale, which is still missing, is so important.  It would be great if we could 
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see the rationale which says we cannot do this for the amount of €211,700.

Chairman: I thank Senator Higgins.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: Mr. Fraser might come back to that rationale and where we 
can find it, aside from in the experience of recruiting for the CEO of the HSE.

Mr. Martin Fraser: The rationale is based on the empirical evidence of the types of candi-
dates who apply for these jobs.  The HSE is the most obvious example because there was not 
a successful outcome of the competition.  No suitable candidate was found at the first time of 
asking.  I think the Minister referred to that in his letter.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: Are actual individuals looked at or are they hypothetical 
individuals?  Are they amalgamated case studies?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.  By the way, it is not to say that in this case we would not have 
got somebody.  We know who applies for these jobs.  We know whether they are in the public 
or the private sector.  We know what type of person will apply.  Obviously, it is not published 
because we must respect the individuals’ confidentiality but we do know this.  In the same way, 
the Senator was talking to the Data Protection Commissioner who will have a good idea of the 
type of people she can recruit at the type of remuneration she can offer.  We know that too.  It 
is based on empirical evidence.  It is not theoretical but based on actual evidence of our own 
experience.

Senator  Alice-Mary Higgins: It sounds as if it is based on specific people.

Chairman: We have to move on.

Mr. Martin Fraser: Not specifically, to be fair.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I will be brief as I have to go to the Chamber.  I am a little 
concerned that the wrong message might get out.  I am a bit uneasy about the way appointments 
are made.  The question that arises is whether there is a standardised requirement in terms of 
qualification for the position.  Was this indicated in the advertisement for the position?  I know 
in this case this position was advertised and a suitable candidate was not found.  Is there a stan-
dardised position?  What criteria are laid down to determine who should be qualified before 
starting the shortened interviews?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The position is publicly advertised and then the Public Appointments 
Service publishes a job description.  It is a lengthy booklet.  It is a job description with the can-
didate requirements, the type of person we want, the type of experience we want, the general 
skills and competence we want and all the terms and conditions.  They are all published.  De-
pending on how many candidates there are, the selection process consists of shortlisting, pre-
liminary interviews, psychological testing, references and presentations.  The process is based 
against the published criteria for the people who apply for the job.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Is the payscale indicated as well?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Is there a standard payscale across all Departments?  Is there 
an individual payscale for each Department?



24

JFPERT

Mr. Martin Fraser: Is Deputy Durkan referring to the post of Secretary General specifi-
cally?

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Yes, and comparable positions.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know what a comparable position is so I cannot speak to that.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: A comparable position would be assistant secretary.

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Deputy is referring to other Civil Service positions.  Is that cor-
rect?

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Do they correspond?  Are they across the board?

Mr. Martin Fraser: There are standard payscales.  There are three payscales for Secretary 
General.  The assistant secretary payscales are all standard.  There might be some flexibility 
within increment scales but basically they are all standard and all published.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Is it indicated in the advertisement whether this goes to out-
side organisations or to all Departments?  It is within the country only or across Europe?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Public Appointments Service looks after all of that.  The service 
will advertise in Ireland and in some of the better recognised international publications as well 
if those responsible believe it is suitable.  They will also advertise it with bodies that might have 
a familiarity with the area, depending on the job we are talking about.  They put it on forums 
like LinkedIn.  People also look for alerts on the PAS website.  It is rare enough, but sometimes 
we use recruitment agencies to drum up interest as well.  That did not happen on this occasion 
but we have done it in the past.  We certainly did it for the post of Garda Commissioner on one 
occasion but it is not generally the rule.  Generally, the Public Appointments Service tries to 
generate as much interest as it can for these posts at home and abroad.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: What was the response to the advertisement?  How many 
candidates came forward?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I think there were 23.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: How many were shortlisted?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I was not involved in the shortlisting so I do not know.  I do not really 
want to get into how many were at the final interview but there was certainly more than one 
person interviewed at the final interview.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Who carried out the shortlisting?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The shortlisting was carried out by a different interview board to the 
top level appointments committee, which the Public Appointments Service appoints.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I know about that.  TLAC made recommendations to the 
effect that no suitable candidate-----

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, not on this occasion.  That was a different competition for the head 
of the HSE some years ago.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Who made the observation that no suitable candidate had 
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appeared?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know if anyone said that in respect of this post.  This time 
there was a TLAC competition and there was a successful outcome in the sense that someone 
was recommended.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I am talking about previously.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I think it is in the Minister’s letter.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I am asking about how the post was filled.  That is what I 
am trying to come at, as well as how all such posts are filled.  Was there any procedure that 
applied to other posts that was not applied in this particular situation?  This is no reflection on 
the appointee or anything like that.  What I am trying to get at is whether there is a standardised 
position.  Let us suppose I am applying for a position like this or someone I know is applying 
for a position like this.  Could I assume that the candidate will be treated fairly in all ways and 
that the candidate will receive equal treatment with everyone else in that competition?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is 100% the case.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Let us go back to the issue about no suitable candidates.  It 
was agreed that no suitable candidate emerged.  Am I right?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That did not happen in this case.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: What happened?  We discussed the suitability of the candi-
dates earlier.  I have listened to a discussion on suitability of the candidates for the past hour.

How do we know that a candidate will be treated fairly?  I am referring to any candidate 
anywhere.  Can the Secretary General or someone tell me?  All the candidates are equal but one 
is more equal than the others.

Mr. Martin Fraser: No, everyone who has applied for any job through the Public Appoint-
ments Service is treated exactly the same as anyone else.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I am in a bit of a quandary with that because it would appear 
that a particular salary increase was deemed to be applicable in this case.  Why and on what 
basis?  What if several people get together and say a post is a particularly important job and 
they need someone with special talents and they have the person?  Is that going to happen?  Is 
that what happened?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.  Deputy Durkan is right that the Government or the Minister de-
cided that he needed to get the strongest possible field.  He took the view that he had to improve 
the pay to get the strongest possible field.  That was the decision the Minister made.  Then he 
decided there would be a full public open competition for the job.  That open competition was 
run on exactly the same basis as every other competition for these jobs.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: When that was finished was the successful applicant included 
in the assessment?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.  He went through exactly the same process as everyone else.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: The candidate was deemed to be the successful candidate.
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Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Was it decided before that was done or afterwards that he 
should receive a pay increase?  Was the pay increase related to FEMPI provisions or was it 
outside that?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The pay was decided before the competition began.  The competition 
was carried out on the basis of that pay package.  The whole point of increasing the pay was to 
attract more interest for the post.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: What about the people who would have attended for other 
positions?  This is where I started at the beginning about standardisation of procedures.  What 
about people who would have gone forward for other competitions, for example, for the posi-
tion of Secretary General in other Departments?  Would they take the view that they have been 
in some way hard done by if it was decided arbitrarily that in this particular situation the posi-
tion drew a higher salary scale?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I cannot speak for them.  I would hope they would appreciate how 
difficult the job is in the Department of Health.  Everyone who applies for a job applies on the 
basis of the terms that are offered.  That is what happens.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I presume everyone was offered the same salary in the ad-
vertisement.  The presumption was this applied only to one Department.  It did not apply to the 
Department of Finance or the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.  It applied only 
to the Department of Health.  That now sets the Department of Health on a different footing to 
all other Departments.  Is that correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Will that be the same again?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Taoiseach has indicated his view that that should always be the 
case.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: I have to go into the House in a few minutes.

Mr. Fraser mentioned earlier that FEMPI provisions should not apply to the lowest income 
earners throughout the services and that restoration should apply.  Did that not happen?

Mr. Martin Fraser: It did happen.  Pay restoration started with lower earners first.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: That was all completed.  Is that correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: It is largely completed.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: It is done largely or otherwise.  I want to know about this 
because we dealt with this not long ago.  We asked questions of the Minister on this as well.  
The presumption or understanding was that the lower earners would be dealt with first.  We all 
recognise that as fair.  Has that been completed?  Have all lower earners had FEMPI restora-
tion?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Yes.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: What level of the higher earners have been restored through 
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FEMPI changes?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not really know but few people have not had the pay cuts restored 
at this stage.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: They are nearly all done.  Is that correct?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Nearly all have been restored.  There are very few who have not had 
them restored, certainly under this pay agreement.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Would Mr. Fraser make any recommendations regarding the 
possible standardisation of the procedure in appointing Secretaries General to Departments, 
with particular reference to pay and salary clearly indicated at the outset, so that each applicant 
might be assured that he or she is competing on an equal footing with all other applicants?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Such applicants absolutely are competing on an equal footing.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Is it unlikely that a situation would arise whereby one or 
other Department will be singled out and a candidate will be told that he or she is a better or 
more competent person and will be appointed?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That would not arise.

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Did that not happen in this case?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The decision in this case related to the post, not to an individual.  There 
was a full competition to see who got the post.  It will not be done for individuals.  It cannot be 
done.

Chairman: In his remarks earlier, Mr. Fraser was forthright in his outline of what must be 
done in the Department of Health to give better value, reform it and so on.  I am sure he will 
agree that needs the full support of the management structure underneath the Secretary General.  
Does he agree with that?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do.

Chairman: Let us turn to the HSE.  The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 
was at the forefront of denying the legitimate and approved award of 5% under report No. 
42 of 2007 of the review body on higher remuneration in the public service.  The excuse the 
Department trotted out was the financial emergency measures in the pubic interest, FEMPI, 
legislation.  If this cohort of workers within the HSE are constantly being stonewalled by the 
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, whose Secretary General is now the same man 
who was in the equivalent position in the Department of Health, what can be done to resolve 
that and build some sort of working relationship with that particular cohort of workers, all of 
whom are quite annoyed by what has happened?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I realise I keep saying “I don’t know” but I had no involvement in 
that.  I do not even know which group of workers the Chairman is talking about.  It is a matter 
for the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, as the Chairman knows, and not for the 
Department of the Taoiseach.

Chairman: I do not believe Mr. Fraser does not know.  He has answered so many questions 
this morning-----
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Mr. Martin Fraser: Excuse me, Chairman, I do not know to what that refers.  I would not 
tell the committee I do not know if I did know.  I think the Chairman knows me well enough to 
know that.

Chairman: Mr. Fraser does not know the answer to many other questions that have been 
asked this morning.  I find it hard to fathom that someone at the centre of Government, as Mr. 
Fraser is, having been there for as long as he has, does not know some of the things that are 
going on.  This particular issue has gone on for some time.  In response to the question as to 
whether there will be knock-on effects from the increase the Secretary General has received, 
these individuals and others are now coming forward to say their jobs are also important.  They 
have written to the Department about the matter and received a dismissive letter from the Secre-
tary General.  It is not right to say there will not be knock-on demands.  This particular demand 
is supported by a decision of the courts, which is approved under report No. 42 of 2007.

Mr. Fraser may not know about it and we will take it that he does not.  I ask him, therefore, 
as the secretary, if you like, to the Taoiseach and the Government, to take that up with the De-
partment of Health and encourage resolution on behalf of those who are affected.  They seem to 
think a serious injustice is being done here.  They were fobbed off and told that, under FEMPI 
legislation, the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform cannot and will not do anything 
but the FEMPI legislation does not apply to the increase for the Secretary General.  Is that cor-
rect?

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is a good question.  I do not know whether FEMPI legislation still 
applies to that role.  I suppose it does, in a way, because it probably applies across the board.  As 
the Chairman knows, very few people are still subject to FEMPI legislation.

I genuinely do not know anything about the point the Chairman made.  The Departments of 
Public Expenditure and Reform and Health are entire Government Departments.  I am happy to 
ask the question the Chairman has suggested.  I genuinely do not know the group to which the 
Chairman has referred.  It is obviously an industrial relations issue so I will-----

Chairman: It is an industrial relations issue that was resolved to the extent that a 5% in-
crease was awarded but it has been denied to that group by the now Secretary General of Health 
who continues, in that position, to do what he did when he was in the equivalent position in the 
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.  He is denying these workers the pay increase 
to which they are entitled.  Is it correct that FEMPI legislation did not apply to the increase the 
Secretary General received?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The issue of FEMPI legislation is complicated.  The Chairman is going 
to love me for saying this but the issue is dealt with by the Department of Public Expenditure 
and Reform and not by me.  It is complicated legislation.  It applies pay cuts to all civil servants, 
including new civil servants.  I do not know whether FEMPI legislation has an effect on that pay 
rise.  The fact that Mr. Watt waived the increase probably makes the question moot.  I will have 
to check that for the Chairman.

Chairman: Would Mr. Fraser mind arranging a response on that specific issue?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Of course not.

Chairman: Mr. Fraser is  a member of the Top Level Appointments Committee, TLAC.  
Where is the secretary to TLAC based?
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Mr. Martin Fraser: I think I know why the Chairman is asking me that question.  Can I just 
say, with my hand on my heart, that the secretary to TLAC is a person of the highest integrity.

Chairman: I am not questioning that at all.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I know that.  The Chairman is asking that question because the woman 
in question works in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.  She is one of the finest 
civil servants I have ever met and does her job with 100% integrity.

Chairman: I have never met the person concerned but I do not doubt Mr. Fraser’s word for 
one minute.  However, I will say that the arrangement by which TLAC sits within the Depart-
ment of Public Expenditure and Reform does not look well.  We have correspondence.  All of 
the applications for the job were to be sent to Mr. Fraser.

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is not the case.

Chairman: I have a letter here which says that in line with a Government decision of 21 
February 2012, expressions of interest are invited from all serving Secretaries General to whom 
TLAC retirement terms apply.  It goes on to say that applicants should contact Mr. Fraser before 
a certain time on a certain day.

Mr. Martin Fraser: The way it works has probably changed forever now but-----

Chairman: Did that letter go out?

Mr. Martin Fraser: -----the way it works is that if a serving Secretary General wishes to 
apply for a vacancy in another Department, he or she writes to me, and everybody else applies 
through the Public Appointments Service.  In any case, what has changed in this case, and I am 
sure it has changed forever, is that any applications from serving Secretaries General also go 
to the Public Appointments Service and are processed entirely by the service.  Any Secretary 
General who wants to apply for another job through TLAC would go through the full process 
in the same way as everybody else.

Chairman: It says in this letter that if a person wishes to express an interest in being con-
sidered for the post, he or she is to contact Mr. Martin Fraser by noon on Thursday.

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is true.

Chairman: Candidates are asked to mark correspondence as private and confidential.

Mr. Martin Fraser: That only applies to Secretaries General.

Chairman: That is right.

Mr. Martin Fraser: It does not apply to anybody else.  If a Secretary General sent me a 
letter, I would have sent it straight to the Public Appointments Service without comment.  That 
will not be happening again.

Chairman: Also among the correspondence is an interaction between TLAC, the Secretary 
General of the Department and Mr. Fraser about the booklet.  The booklet is being discussed 
in this correspondence.  There is also an interaction between the then Secretary General and 
someone other than the Minister urging that steps be taken to fill the vacancy.  My point is that 
it all looks very cosy from the outside and it is not as transparent as it ought to be.  That is my 
opinion, but it is also the opinion of many members of the public who have spoken to me about 
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this issue and conveyed that opinion to me.

As regards the handling of this by the Government, I take it from what Mr. Fraser has told 
the committee that all of the decision-making around this issue falls into the lap of the Minister, 
Deputy McGrath.  He decided on the process-----

Mr. Martin Fraser: He is the Minister responsible.

Chairman: Mr. Fraser stated he gave the Minister four options and he gave him advice.  
Did he advise the Minister to select one option in particular?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.

Chairman: It was completely the decision of the Minister, Deputy McGrath.

Mr. Martin Fraser: It was not completely the decision of the Minister, Deputy McGrath.  
In fairness to the Minister-----

Chairman: You just said a minute ago that it was.

Mr. Martin Fraser: The committee has the note of the meeting.  The Taoiseach was pres-
ent, as was the Minister for Health, Deputy Donnelly.  Each option had pros and cons.  I am not 
trying to say it was all the Minister, Deputy McGrath, but I did not prefer one option or another.  
One of the options was chosen.

Chairman: Without going into the benchmarking issue that was asked about already, from 
where did the figure of €80,000 come?  Who even mentioned the €80,000 first?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Minister believed the Secretary General could or he should have 
an increased remuneration package and that it should be less than €300,000.  That figure of 
€292,000 was arrived at as something less than €300,000.  As I stated in response to other 
members, I would like to have much more sophisticated ways of doing these things, but we did 
not have them on this occasion.

Chairman: The only consideration was a political one really - that the amount should be 
kept under €300,000.

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Minister was of that view.  I do not want to characterise what type 
of view it was, but that is the view the Minister took.

Chairman: He did not care what the figure was once it was under €300,000.

Mr. Martin Fraser: He did not put it like that.

Chairman: That is what I am taking from this conversation.

Mr. Martin Fraser: He thought he could accept the idea of a higher package but not one of 
more than €300,000.  That is what he stated.

Chairman: So that stance is down to the Minister, Deputy McGrath.

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Chairman has the note of the meeting and knows who was pres-
ent.  Obviously, the leaders of the coalition parties had to be consulted before this was finalised 
as well.
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Chairman: According to the coalition partners, the Tánaiste had nothing to do with it.  We 
do not know the position of the Minister, Deputy Ryan, because he did not reply.  The Taoiseach 
gave a very vague answer.  Other officials loosely pointed the finger at the Minister, Deputy Mc-
Grath.  It appears to me that it was certainly less than transparent.  Senior civil servants should 
have cautioned the Government about the road it was taking in this regard because it leads to 
demands from others for increases in their salary and some of those demands are rightly justi-
fied, such as in the case I just mentioned.  No one complained about it except to keep it under 
€300,000 as that was probably the figure best palatable to the public.  That is what I am taking 
from the conversation.

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is what was decided.

Chairman: By the Minister.

Mr. Martin Fraser: It was the Minister who said it.

Chairman: How many candidates applied from abroad?  How many responded to the ad-
vertisements on the Internet?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I asked the PAS this question because I though the committee might 
ask about it.  There were three applications and there were six, shall we say, serious inquiries.  
Obviously, I do not know who made those inquiries but the PAS is able to recognise a serious 
inquiry.  It would involve a senior person in an international organisation or one outside the 
State.  There was a reasonable degree of interest but not a massive degree of interest.

Chairman: Does Mr. Fraser find it a bit peculiar that no one wants to own this child and 
that everyone is saying the decision was made by somebody else?  The Taoiseach has not yet 
decided to appear before the committee.  Mr. Brady is upset over some letter or other being 
published in The Irish Times.  In fairness to the Minister, Deputy McGrath, he has come before 
the committee and has been transparent about it.  The Minister, Deputy Ryan, the Tánaiste and 
the Minister for Finance, Deputy Donohoe, do not know.  No one seems to know anything.  Mr. 
Fraser has given it his best shot this morning and that is fair enough, but nobody seems to know 
anything and the committee is expected to accept that.  The Members of Parliament who pass 
budgets and go into detail on all these issues are expected to suck it up and get on with it, while 
those within the Department who have an issue in terms of their award of 5%, and others, are 
supposed to accept it as well.

There is a problem here in terms of how it is perceived.  There is a problem in terms of the 
necessary reform of TLAC and all those other organisations or committees or whatever they 
are.  I believe that reform should be driven by the Department of the Taoiseach.  Who would 
bother applying for a job when the outcome is that most of the jobs go to insiders?  Mr. Fraser 
is aware of an awful lot of what goes on in government.  He is there at the centre of things.  I 
will leave it at that but I agree with the sentiment expressed in this morning’s edition of the 
Irish Examiner, that is, that something stinks at the heart of Government.  I think that is a fact.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: Many of the questions I intended to put have been asked but the 
issue that is obviously occupying people’s minds in this regard is that on one level there is phe-
nomenal largesse in terms of the payment of elites while on another level there is an attitude that 
student nurses should not get paid or individuals who are working at the coalface just have to 
carry on regardless and suffer because of the economic situation.  There is a massive economic 
crisis yet we have this largesse in terms of the payment of salaries.  There is also the whole idea 
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that, of all the Departments in all the world, a successful candidate could only be found in the 
Department in which the decision was made.  The circle of decision-making and benefit is so 
small in the context of this issue.

What is the salary ratio in the Department of Health?  What is the ratio between the highest 
salary and the lowest salaries in the Department of Health?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Given that the Secretary General has waived his pay rise, the ratio is 
the same as that in every other Department.  It might be 9:1.  The Deputy has probably worked 
it out.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: I have.  There are 3,000 people in the public service who are earn-
ing less than €22,000.  Compared with the salary that was granted to the Secretary General, the 
ratio is 12:1, which is enormous.  In Nordic countries, for example, the ratio between the top 
salary and the bottom salary is 3:1, 4:1 or possibly 7:1.

Why was an increase of €80,000 selected rather than one of €70,000 or €90,000?  From 
listening to the responses of Mr. Fraser, it seems the €80,000 increase was plucked from the 
air to a certain extent.  It had no foundation in international standards with regard to salaries or 
anything.  Who originated the figure of €80,000?

Mr. Martin Fraser: As I said in answer to earlier questions, it was an increase on the exist-
ing amount and it was a number below €300,000.  As I stated, it is not more scientific than that.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: The process within the Department to decide on this figure seems 
to be akin to something written on the back of an envelope.  An international firm or a re-
cruitment organisation seeking to put forward a package to select individuals who are the best 
people to do the job might go a little bit beyond a back of an envelope calculation with regard 
to the best way to attract those individuals.  Many people will find it shocking that this figure 
was literally plucked out of the air.  If any members of this committee were in ministerial roles, 
I would expect them to have a far better foundation in international recruitment statistics and 
metrics to allow them greater understanding regarding what figure to select.  It is mind-blowing 
that the figure was plucked out of the air in this situation.  It was reported that the information 
was given to the Cabinet orally and there is no paper trail.  Is that correct?  

Mr. Martin Fraser: There is a paper trail because there is a decision and those are minuted.  
The Taoiseach did give the information to the Cabinet orally.  It is not reported; it is stated in 
the letter I sent to the committee.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: Why would that information not have been provided to the Cabi-
net in paper form in advance of the meeting?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Traditionally, Secretary General assignments are always done orally at 
Cabinet meetings.  The reason for that is to try to protect the confidentiality of processes involv-
ing individuals.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: I take it that the Cabinet is not a confidential space then?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I did not say that.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: If only the Cabinet were to receive a document in paper form and 
if there is, under the law, Cabinet confidentiality, one would imagine that such a paper docu-
ment would have sufficed, would it not?
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Mr. Martin Fraser: The Deputy is bringing me into a hypothetical situation where material 
going to Cabinet would somehow get out.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: Regarding the selection of-----

Chairman: Deputies MacSharry and Verona Murphy want to ask questions.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: Can I ask one brief question and then I will finish?

Chairman: Yes.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: Can the scoring mechanism used for the selection of the candidate 
be made available to the committee?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know.  I suppose we have to be very careful about protecting 
the confidentiality of the individuals concerned.  I ask the Deputy to bear with me, I am going 
to answer his question.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: I am just looking for the scoring mechanism-----

Mr. Martin Fraser: I understand that.

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: -----because this whole process is opaque.

Mr. Martin Fraser: If I can explain it to the Deputy first, I think I can then help him.  The 
process is one where all applications initially go to the Public Appointments Service.  An inter-
view board is then formed by the Public Appointments Service, and not by me or a Minister, 
and its members are all independent.  That board draws up a shortlist and then, depending on 
how many candidates there are-----

Deputy  Peadar Tóibín: The members of the interview board must score each candidate 
interviewed.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I am sorry, but if I could just explain the process to the Deputy, and 
if he will bear with me, I will be finished in only two or three more sentences.  Candidates 
are shortlisted and then preliminary interviews are held, and that is all done by the Public Ap-
pointments Service.  A secretary from the Public Appointments Service attends those interview 
boards and keeps all the paperwork.  Final interviews are then held.  Before those interviews, 
full psychological assessments are undertaken, which take three or four hours for each candi-
date, and reports are subsequently prepared.  References are then taken.  Candidates obviously 
must also submit their curricula vitae and application forms and they must then deliver a pre-
sentation to the Top-Level Appointments Committee.  That committee then interviews each 
candidate for up to an hour and each candidate is scored by the committee.  The committee then 
reaches its conclusion based on the whole process.  I can certainly get the Deputy information 
on the process.  Obviously, the scores for individual candidates are confidential, but that is how 
it works.

Chairman: I am sorry Mr. Fraser, but I call Deputy MacSharry.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: I have some very quick, rapid-fire, buzzer-round questions, if 
the Secretary General does not mind.  Did the Minister for Health at the meeting in November 
- and I ask this question because it is not in the minutes - say that he wanted this man?

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.
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Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Did any of the other attendees at the meeting say that they 
wanted this man?

Mr. Martin Fraser: Does the Deputy mean the man who got it?  No, it was agreed in the 
end to have a process.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: That is fine.  I asked that question because that was what was 
reported in the media and that is the kind of conjecture out there.  I refer to someone reportedly 
saying that he or she wanted this man.  Mr. Fraser will forgive us, being only the Deputies and 
Senators that we are, for concluding, given the obscurity of the process, the coincidence that 
in an international process we came out with the same guy we went in with and the proximity 
of some people to his former position, despite their absolute integrity and great qualifications 
and the supreme qualifications of the successful candidate, that the whole process looks rigged.

We have a difficulty around that aspect and it is not being helped by the relevant person 
saying that he has no more of a role and he is not coming to our committee.  The Taoiseach is 
tardy, at best, in responding to this issue.  The only people who have come before the committee 
have been the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, Deputy Michael McGrath, and Mr. 
Fraser, for which we are very thankful.  In respect of candidates applying for particular posi-
tions involving the TLAC, has Mr. Fraser ever approached somebody and managed his or her 
appointment through the process?  

Mr. Martin Fraser: Managed someone’s appointment through the process?

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Yes.

Mr. Martin Fraser: No.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: Mr. Fraser has not.  That is fine.  That is just how it looks.  To 
conclude, I want to treble-check a point with Mr. Fraser.  The committee was told that there is 
no head of the Civil Service.

Mr. Martin Fraser: That is true.  The Deputy is not the only person that I tell that to.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: That is fine.  We really are in bad shape when we consider that 
no one is in charge, by the Secretary General’s own admission.

Chairman: Yes.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: The Civil Service just ploughs along.  If, under the Ministers 
and Secretaries Acts, a Minister wants to take issue with a Secretary General, for example, and 
wants to throw one out, he or she could, theoretically do that.  In practice, however, none do so.  
Over the level of principal officer, in the Civil Service, therefore, we have no head and, in fact, 
there is no disciplinary process or oversight at all, other than the Minister.  Is that not the case?

Mr. Martin Fraser: The Minister is in charge, yes.

Deputy  Marc MacSharry: No.  Is that not the case?

Chairman: I want to bring in Deputy Verona Murphy.

Mr. Martin Fraser: It depends on what the Deputy means by an oversight mechanism.  
There are mechanisms.
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Deputy  Marc MacSharry: No.  We talked earlier about the person who has got this job 
promoting and being happy with a culture where money is lost in a situation where that was 
preventable.  It is a learning experience and there will be no disciplinary process.  I am trying 
to get to the root of something here.  The great T.K. Whitaker is recorded, in a book, as saying 
something to the effect that there can be no greater priority than the restoration of senior civil 
servants.  I agree with him.  Theoretically, the Minister of the day is in charge.  However, the 
way the Ministers and Secretaries Acts are written means that Secretaries General are untouch-
able and hold all the cards.  It is a bit like a presenter on an RTÉ programme.  One should not 
club the presenter because he or she can make you look bad.

Chairman: I call Deputy Verona Murphy.  I am sorry, we have only two minutes left.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I will be very brief.  I thank Mr. Fraser for coming in today.  My 
questions are also brief.  Is it correct that no actuarial analysis was done of whether the appoint-
ment concerned was going to cost us much more if we appointed an internal candidate from the 
Civil Service?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I will have another go at answering the Deputy’s question.  I will give 
her a different answer this time.  If she is asking me when we make these appointments, TLAC 
makes appointments based on the published terms of a role.  The Deputy is correct that those 
terms are different depending on whether it is a serving public servant or not.  No decision is 
made by TLAC based on whether the person is from the public or private sectors.  In that sense, 
it is not as if TLAC says that a certain person is the best person for the job but that another per-
son would be cheaper.  It does not do that and that is not how it works.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Would it not make sense to do that, if there were two candidates, 
one internal and one external, of the same calibre?  Would it not make more sense to do that, 
given that may be a very distinguishing factor?  I refer to how the public’s money is spent.

Mr. Martin Fraser: It has never been done that way.  It is rare enough for an outside-----

Deputy  Verona Murphy: Does Mr. Fraser take my point?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I understand why the Deputy is asking me the question.  I never did 
not understand why she was asking me this question; I was just trying to answer it as fairly as 
I could.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I appreciate that but does Mr. Fraser take my point?  He has said 
that the process has never been done this way but should this aspect be a consideration?

Mr. Martin Fraser: I do not know.  It is certainly something we can think about.  It is a 
point that the Deputy has made.

Deputy  Verona Murphy: I would certainly appreciate it.  I am also a member of the 
Committee of Public Accounts and we should be offering the best we can in respect of public 
expenditure.  The title of the Department is that of the Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform.  If nothing else, and if we cannot stop what has happened, we should most certainly be 
able to create a process whereby we have covered all the avenues now being discussed for use 
in the future.  I was in business for 30 years.  From what we have listened to today, it is beyond 
me to be able to understand that it appears we plucked a figure out of the sky in this regard.  The 
matter does not just end with that figure.  There is an actuarial process involved, if account is 
taken of the Civil Service pensionable interest with respect to the candidate who achieved the 
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position.  It is in excess of hundreds of thousands of euro extra on top of what we think is the 
salary increase in terms of the cost to the Exchequer.  That has to be defined.  I would appreci-
ate if that actuarial computation could be forwarded to this committee in order that we could 
review it.  I do not need to know who the other applicants were, but Mr. Fraser might set out 
that computation against that of one of the other applicants and show us the differentiation that 
would have applied.

Chairman: I thank the members for their input and Mr. Fraser for his attendance.  As I said, 
at least he attended.  He did not avoid the issue.  We may not have liked some of the answers 
we received from him but at least he accounted for himself.

Regarding the issue itself, I believe reform is necessary.  His Department and the Taoiseach 
must drive that reform.  This was not a transparent process.  It has a created a major issue and 
damage for civil servants generally.  There is a certain truth in politicians being the glove pup-
pets of the civil servants.  That is the way it appears to me.  Certainly, without a head person, 
someone who is over the Civil Service, it is easy to see how a strong character might get his or 
her way.  Reform is necessary.  We will revisit this in due course.  I thank Mr. Fraser again for 
his attendance.

Mr. Martin Fraser: I thank the Chairman.

  Sitting suspended at 2.22 p.m. and resumed in private session at 3.15 p.m.

The joint committee adjourned at 4 p.m. until 12.30 p.m. on Wednesday, 16 June 2021.


