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BUSINESS OF JOINT COMMITTEE

Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: Apologies have been received from Deputy Eoin Ó Broin.  

At the request of the broadcasting and recording services, members are asked to ensure that 
for the duration of the meeting their mobile phones are turned off completely or switched to 
airplane, safe or flight mode, depending on the device used.  It is not sufficient for them to leave 
their phones in silent mode, as the level of interference with the broadcasting system will be 
maintained.  

In accordance with standard procedures agreed to by the Committee on Procedure and Privi-
leges for paperless committees, all documentation for the meeting has been circulated to mem-
bers on the document database.  

With members’ agreement, I propose that we go into private session.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

The joint committee went into private session at 9.32 a.m. and resumed in public session at 
9.35 a.m.

Ervia: Chairperson Designate

Chairman: By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protect-
ed by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to the joint committee.  If, however, they 
are directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and continue to so do, they are 
entitled thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that 
only evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and asked 
to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise 
or make charges against any person or an entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her 
or it identifiable.  The opening statements submitted to the committee will be published on its 
website after the meeting.  

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

On behalf of the committee, I welcome Mr. Tony Keohane who last July was announced as 
chairman designate of Ervia.  In line with normal procedures, the committee has an opportunity 
to engage with him on his appointment.  I invite him to make his opening statement.

Mr. Tony Keohane: I thank the joint committee for giving me the opportunity to address 
it.  I was appointed to the board of Ervia and nominated as chairman designate in July.  I have 
a number of non-executive roles.  I am a former chairman of Tesco Ireland and was its chief 
executive office from February 2006 until July 2013.  I served as chairman of the board of Re-
pak for three years and have been a board member of Trinity College Dublin and Bord Bia for 
over a year.  I am on the board of Inner City Enterprise, a charity which supports unemployed 
persons in starting their own businesses.  For the past three years I have been a member of the 
Labour Market Council, which was set up under the Department of Social Protection to advise 
on implementation of the strategy Pathways to Work to tackle unemployment.  I was the chair 
of Efficient Consumer Response Ireland, ECR Ireland, for a number of years.  ECR Ireland 
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encourages long-term co-operation between trading partners to better serve the Irish consumer 
and remove costs from the supply chain.  I am also chairman of Market Hub, a startup retail 
technology company, and chairman of the Malone Engineering Group Ireland, which focuses 
on the food and pharmaceutical sector.  I run a business consultancy, Keohane Conaty, provid-
ing advice on strategic development to businesses.  I am from Cork, live in Dublin and am 
married with three children.

Having spent many years in Tesco fulfilling customer requirements I hope to put the wide 
breadth of business skills and experience I have gained through my career in commerce, fi-
nance, decision-making, analysis and team building and my proven track record on deliver-
ing value to a business to effective use as chairman of Ervia.  Ervia is a 100% State-owned 
commercial and semi-State utility responsible for Ireland’s national gas, water and wastewater 
infrastructure and services.  It delivers these services through two subsidiary companies, Gas 
Networks Ireland and Irish Water.  Ervia is one of Ireland’s largest indigenous companies, with 
1,600 direct employees and a further 5,700 directly employed in partner organisations provid-
ing services to its 2.4 million gas and water customers.  In 2015, Ervia contributed €1.8 billion 
to the Irish economy, €1.3 billion of which went directly to Irish suppliers.

As the parent company, Ervia has overall responsibility for the operation and performance 
of its subsidiary utility companies.  It ensures that long-term strategies are in place for national 
gas and water services, that each business has a robust business plan in place and that they de-
liver against these plans.  Ervia has overall responsibility for the funding of these utilities and 
ensuring appropriate financial facilities are in place to allow the utilities operate and deliver 
their capital investment programmes.

Gas Networks Ireland, GNI,  is a long-established infrastructure company that manages the 
national gas distribution network of 11,300 km and the transmission network of 2,400 km to 
safely deliver natural gas to homes and businesses in Ireland.  The transmission system is linked 
to the UK and European gas markets through two undersea interconnector pipelines to Scot-
land.  Natural gas is now available in over 160 population centres in 19 counties for 673,000 
gas users in Ireland.

In January 2014 Irish Water took over responsibility for delivering and managing water ser-
vices from 34 - now 31 - local authorities.  This was done under service level agreements with 
local authorities, ensuring drinking water and wastewater services continued to be delivered to 
businesses and the public, while the utility was established and Irish Water began to take over 
full responsibility for the operation of the systems and implementation of the capital investment 
programmes.  Irish Water is a very new public utility with responsibility for 60,000 km of water 
pipelines, 25,000 km of sewers, 900 water treatment plants and 1,000 wastewater treatment 
plants.  It serves 3.3 million people, produces 1.7 billion litres of drinking water and treats 1.4 
billion litres of wastewater every day.  Current estimates are that an investment of €13 billion 
is needed to bring Ireland’s public water services to an acceptable standard. This will require a 
multi-annual multi-billion euro investment programme and is one of the largest national trans-
formation programmes ever undertaken by the State.

The Ervia board operates under the code of practice for the governance of State bodies, 
which sets out its key responsibilities.  Our role is to ensure the proper governance and over-
sight of the operations of Ervia and its companies and to hold the CEO and senior executives to 
account in delivering the objectives set by the shareholder.  The board’s responsibilities include 
guiding the strategic direction of the company, ensuring risks are managed appropriately, ap-
proving annual budgets and business plans, approving large capital projects, and major invest-
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ment decisions and setting and monitoring performance objectives.  As chairman of Ervia I will 
be responsible for leading the board and ensuring its effectiveness.

I am aware this is a challenging role and I am committed to bringing my skills and experi-
ence and the necessary time to meet that challenge.  I look forward to working with the board, 
the executive and the staff of Ervia, the shareholders and all stakeholders to continue to build 
trust and confidence and to ensure the board does its job effectively to deliver on the business 
objectives that have been set for the company.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Keohane.  Do members have questions?

Senator  Victor Boyhan: I do not have any questions.   I am familiar with the State compa-
nies and I have been a director with one for two terms, so I know the challenges, the complexi-
ties and the tensions that can arise between a board and delivering for shareholders.  I do not 
know what the dividend is, and I am amazed and shocked at the number of State companies that 
do not deliver any dividend to the State.  Every company should be commercial and viable in 
the long term, whatever about the short term, with regard to their key objectives.  Clearly Mr. 
Keohane has vast experience and has not been chosen because of the lack of it.  I have gone to 
the trouble to look at both Ervia and Mr. Keohane’s record and I am highly impressed.  I wish 
him well and I hope we will have, and develop, a good relationship be it with this committee or 
whatever committee is relevant to aspects of his work.  It is going to be a major task and there 
will, quite obviously, always be political tensions.  However, that is the great thing about having 
a stand-alone, focused, strategic body that will, in this case, oversee the corporate governance 
of the issues.  I wish him well in what will be a very difficult task in the years ahead.

Senator  Paudie Coffey: I welcome Mr. Keohane and thank him for putting himself for-
ward to serve in, what is essentially, a very public and challenging role.  Like Senator Boyhan 
I also note Mr. Keohane’s vast experience in the various non-executive roles and the various 
boards on which he has served.  It is excellent that he is now willing to bring that experience 
forward in this new challenge with the semi-State utility, Ervia.  Ervia is an essential semi-State 
utility with overall responsibility for Bord Gáis and Irish Water which are two critical utilities 
in the Irish economy in their responsibility for the public supply of energy and water.

In Mr. Keohane’s view, what is his understanding of the challenges facing both of the utili-
ties with regard to keeping pace with national economic development and consumer demand?  
There are two issues.  One is the huge capacity issue facing Irish Water in delivering quality 
water supply to our capital city Dublin and other major urban centres.  Our rural regions should 
also not be forgotten in terms of strategic development and investment by Irish Water.

I will now turn to the second issue.  Mr. Keohane made reference to his previous role and 
his involvement in efficient consumer response.  Being a new utility, Irish Water expended huge 
amounts of energy and investment just in getting established.  I believe there is still a challenge 
in trying to enhance public confidence in the utility and I would like to hear Mr. Keohane’s 
views on that.  What can he bring to the role in enhancing the public confidence and making 
Irish Water more customer-friendly in its engagement with the consumer?

Deputy  Pat Casey: I welcome Mr. Keohane to the meeting and thank him for attending.  I 
wish him the best of luck in his role in the future which will be challenging.  I wish to address 
two issues that are not controversial.  One issue pertains to commercial water.  When does Mr. 
Keohane see Irish Water taking over the billing process?  There are multiple rates for commer-
cial water throughout the State based on county boundaries and local authority areas.  Does Mr. 
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Keohane see this as becoming one charge throughout the State or county-wide charges remain-
ing as they are? There is a significant difference between water rates in Dublin city, with the 
cheapest water rates in the State, and Wicklow, which has the highest water rates in the State.  
There will probably need to be a harmonisation process.

The second issue concerns the contributions for the connection of, or provision of, services 
for new builds.  We talk of rebuilding Ireland and the construction costs per housing unit.  
Where does Mr. Keohane see the contributions figure? Will it be a national figure? I believe it is 
currently based on the county councils’ development contribution schemes, inherited by Ervia.  
Does the witness see the contributions model staying that way or does he see a national figure 
emerging?

At council level we received some presentations from Irish Water.

It used to be said there was a ten-year payback horizon on any capital investment.  Coming 
from a rural part of Ireland, I have concerns in regard to our small towns and villages where 
investment with a repayment horizon of ten years will never be repaid.  We need to look at a 
20-year or 30-year horizon.  Most small rural towns have no capacity at the moment and are 
way down the line in regard to capital infrastructure investment.  I wish Mr. Keohane the best 
of luck.

Deputy  Dessie Ellis: I thank Mr. Keohane for his presentation.  There is no doubt he is very 
well qualified and has a long history of dealing with companies.  There are a lot of challenges, 
particularly with regard to Irish Water.  Mr. Keohane knows of the review that will take place 
and the challenges that will throw up, whatever way it goes.  He could not have come in at a 
worse time, given there is going to be a lot of controversy in the coming months.

With regard to the gas network, there is the question of how long the Scotland-Ireland inter-
connector will last, given we will then have to find new sources of gas.  Although Mr. Keohane 
may not be fully in position yet, can he tell us how long the current arrangement can last and 
where it will take us, as this is likely to be an awful challenge in the future?

There are huge challenges in regard to Irish Water.  There is the plan to bring water to Dub-
lin from the midlands, which has been and will be very controversial.  I have been at many pre-
sentations on this in the recent past and I found it very difficult, particularly for the areas along 
the Shannon we have been talking about.  I would like to know how is Ervia going to handle 
the consultation process.

I have always been opposed to the idea of the local authorities losing control in this area.  
Whether we like it or not, this will come back on the agenda at some stage.  Many powers have 
been transferred to Irish Water and I have always felt this was a step backwards.  Our biggest 
problem was funding for local authorities.  This will be a big challenge.  I am not asking Mr. 
Keohane for an opinion as he will not necessarily be able to give a response, but it is my opinion 
that this was a big mistake.  We have wasted a huge amount of money in the transfer to Irish 
Water, in particular the money spent on consultancies and paying people.  The whole set-up 
has been a disaster, and we have seen this in the numbers on the streets, with 60,000 to 80,000 
people on the streets the other day.  It is not going to go away and Mr. Keohane will probably 
be thrown into this in some way.

Senator  Grace O’Sullivan: I thank Mr. Keohane for attending.  The other speakers asked 
on specifics but I would like to ask about Mr. Keohane’s vision for the next three to five years 
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and how he sees the whole energy market in Ireland in terms of supply and, in particular, effi-
ciencies.  The other speakers also talked about the challenges.  For me, one of the greatest chal-
lenges in the coming years is the whole issue of climate change.  How does Mr. Keohane see 
Ireland operating with regard to climate targets and challenges?  Within that vision, how does 
he believe we can mitigate this and put Ireland on a good footing going forward, nationally and 
internationally, in regard to energy and water?

Mr. Tony Keohane: I thank the Deputies and Senators for their supportive comments, 
which are very important to me.  They will have to accept I am in the door a wet day so I am not 
really in a position to answer their more detailed questions.  What I can say is that I know what 
the job is and I know what is needed.  I am working with the board and the executive team.  My 
plan and, therefore, my vision is to make sure Ervia works under extremely strong governance, 
is absolutely transparent and develops a customer-led culture, but also a value-for-money cul-
ture.  That combination is where I hope I can, with the support of the board and executive, guide 
the company over the next number of years.

The committee members are right that there are many challenges but I believe many of those 
can be overcome with the support of the staff and the team in Ervia, Gas Networks Ireland and 
Irish Water, and with proper dialogue and transparency with the stakeholders.  Whatever the 
outcomes of the reviews taking place, the board will have to take them on board and simply do 
its job, which is to be guardians of the operations of those companies.  That is where I intend to 
put my focus.  As I said in my earlier remarks, I hope my experience, particularly in the area of 
customer relations and customer priorities, will be of some value.

The members raised some specifics and, quite frankly, I would be spoofing them if I started 
to give answers as I simply do not have those answers at the moment.

Chairman: Mr. Keohane might come back to us with some of those answers when the time 
arises.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: I welcome the appointment of Mr. Keohane.  As I was late com-
ing in, I am not sure how long he has been chairman.  Has he attended any meetings of the 
company yet?

Mr. Tony Keohane: I have attended one board meeting and I have spent time going around 
the sites, meeting the teams and briefing myself.  A speaker mentioned the challenges around 
the local authorities and the framework agreement in place.  I know there will be challenges as 
that rolls out and I know consultation needs to improve in terms of any strategic changes that 
are made by the company as time goes on.  I am aware we will have to work with whatever 
the guidance is from the shareholder, as well as working with the climate change requirements 
of the State.  Ervia obviously has a key role to play in all of that.  I will come back to Deputy 
Ellis with regard to the life-span of the interconnector but I know it is a vital part of the current 
infrastructure.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: This is our first opportunity to question Mr. Keohane but it is 
quite difficult as he is not in a position to answer the fundamental questions on the company.  I 
presume that is an opportunity we will have later.  With regard to his professional ambitions, I 
welcome his customer focus because that is what it is all about, the customer in this case usually 
being the average consumer.

I will mark one concern for Mr. Keohane, although I do not expect him to answer now.  This 
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is the question of the relationship between Ervia and Irish Water, in particular the services that 
are supplied by companies within the group to Irish Water, the cost of those services and the 
transparency of the accounting.  I put down a parliamentary question on one other issue and 
the Minister was unable to answer, so I am not sure where I will get the answer.  The question 
concerned the cost of the water metering programme to date and the plan for extension, if there 
is one.  I will just mark out those issues and I need answers to those questions.  I appreciate 
Mr. Keohane cannot answer the questions now but they are hugely important in terms of public 
confidence.  Perhaps we will have the board of Irish Water before the committee at a future date.

Chairman: Before Deputy O’Dowd came in, we invited Mr. Keohane to outline his stra-
tegic priorities, as it is a new appointment.  Should we invite him back, he will be more than 
welcome.  On any of the questions he might not have answers to, Deputy O’Dowd might send 
them on Mr. Sheridan and we can then send them on to the members, if that is agreeable.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: I am delighted to do so because we cannot get the answers in the 
Dáil.  My problem is I could not get the answers in the Dáil.  I am anxious to know what hap-
pens in the water meeting, the cost, who has the contracts and all of the issues surrounding the 
matter that are of public concern.

Chairman: Yes.

Mr. Tony Keohane: From an overview point of view, I am not sure if Deputy O’Dowd was 
here when I mentioned that our focus-----

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: No, I was not here for that part of the meeting.

Mr. Tony Keohane: -----is on delivering for consumers and customers, and also the value-
for-money aspect.  The structure of the organisation is something of which the board should 
be conscious on an ongoing basis.  It should be reviewed in line with the development of the 
business plan.  I am aware of the points raised by the Deputy.  I wish to indicate that the board 
will be conscious of the matter.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: Will the board report to us?  What is the relationship between 
Ervia and this committee?

Chairman: Today, Mr. Keohane is-----

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: I accept what he is doing here and I acknowledge and welcome 
it.

Chairman: If we, as a committee, want Mr. Keohane to come back here again, we can in-
vite him to return.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: The key query I receive from my constituents is about Irish Wa-
ter.  They want to know what is the connection between Ervia and the committee.

Chairman: We know that the matter is going through a process at the minute.  Until the 
process is concluded, we probably will not have an update on the matter.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: I am not talking about the process.  Ervia is an umbrella com-
pany for other companies, one of which is Bord Gáis Networks and another of which is Irish 
Water, which is also known as Uisce Éireann.  What accountability will those companies have 
through the Oireachtas?  The presence of Mr. Keohane indicates that there must be some ac-
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countability.  I presume that the companies will report and come before us.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: Deputy O’Dowd was a Minister in the last Government.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: Yes, I was and I handled this issue.

Chairman: The Deputies were not here for the private session.  I can advise them that we 
agreed in private session that any questions were to be asked through the Chair and anybody 
who did not speak on what we are dealing with would be asked to reference the page that they 
will deal with.  Supplementary questions will be through the Chair and there will be no cross-
over.

As a committee, if an issue arises, we can ask Mr. Keohane to come here at any time to dis-
cuss it with us, whether that is Irish Water, Gas Networks Ireland or whatever.  The committee 
has the discretion to invite people to attend at any time.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: I asked a different question.  Who is Irish Water accountable to 
in terms of Oireachtas committees, in other words, not the chairperson of the company?

Chairman: It is this committee.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: Will Irish Water come in here?

Chairman: Yes.

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: That is all I wanted to know.

Senator  Grace O’Sullivan: Does Mr. Keohane mind if I ask him about his international 
experience prior to his appointment?  It would give us an insight into his experience in terms 
of his new portfolio.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: It seems that we cannot get answers so I will make a suggestion.  
I ask Mr. Keohane to strongly urge Irish Water, which Ervia was charged with establishing from 
what I have read, to pull back and waste no further public money on a project that clearly does 
not have-----

Senator  Paudie Coffey: That is the Deputy’s opinion but not the committee’s opinion.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: -----public support or the support of a majority of Deputies.

Senator  Paudie Coffey: To be clear, that is a matter of opinion.  That is not the commit-
tee’s opinion.

Chairman: Yes, that is not the committee’s opinion.  Deputy Coppinger, we asked Mr. Keo-
hane to come in here today to meet the committee and to set out his strategic priorities having 
being appointed chair.  This meeting is not about going back over the issue of Irish Water.  I ask 
Deputy Coppinger to stick to asking a question, please.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: Excuse me, but the Chairman is here to chair the meeting and 
not to give the Government’s opinion.

Chairman: I am not giving the Government’s opinion.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: I am entitled to give an opinion of the majority of Deputies in 
the Dáil-----
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Chairman: It is not a majority.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: -----who were elected on an anti-water charge platform.  I ask 
the Chairman to allow me to put-----

Chairman: I have no problem with the Deputy asking questions.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: -----a proposition to-----

Senator  Paudie Coffey: It is quite the contrary.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: The Chairman has needlessly interrupted people and made the 
debate very difficult.  It is absolutely clear that a majority of Deputies were elected on the basis 
of opposing water charges.  Even if that were not the case, it is absolutely clear that the major-
ity of people are not paying water charges.  Tens of thousands of people were on the streets to 
protest on Saturday even though nothing is happening with water charges.  No bills are being 
issued yet people still have strong feelings about water charges.  I suggest Mr. Keohane recom-
mends that the water metering programme is stopped, in case the commission on the Dáil in 
general votes to abolish water charges, because it would be throwing good money after bad.  
That is my top suggestion for Mr. Keohane.

My last comment is connected to what Deputy O’Dowd asked.  We have tabled parliamen-
tary questions on Irish Water but have been told to toddle along-----

Deputy  Fergus O’Dowd: That is right.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: -----famously by the Taoiseach in his response at an Irish Wa-
ter briefing.  It is legitimate to make the point that there is no accountability in terms of these 
organisations.  It seems farcical and pointless that when people are brought in front of the com-
mittee we are limited in terms of what we can ask.  The organisations are not accountable to the 
Dáil and that was the reason they were established in the first place.  It is a similar situation with 
the HSE and the NTA.  One cannot ask Dáil questions about such organisations and instead go 
to them directly, which is a dangerous precedent.

Chairman: I wish to emphasise to Mr. Keohane that I do not share the opinion expressed 
by Deputy Coppinger but we will proceed.

Mr. Tony Keohane: I thank the Chairman.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: It is my opinion but not his.

Chairman: The Deputy said it was the opinion of the majority of the Dáil but I assert that 
it is not a view shared by the majority of the committee.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: Fianna Fáil has just come out and said it-----

Chairman: We have to speak for-----

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: -----so it is the opinion of the majority in the Dáil now.

Chairman: The Deputy cannot speak for other people who are not here.

Mr. Tony Keohane: I will reply to the questions but not in the order they have been raised.

Ervia has accountability for both Irish Water and Gas Networks Ireland.  The board, which I 
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hope I will be chairing, will have accountability for both of those outlets.  It will operate under 
the governance or objectives set by the shareholder whatever they are and however they may 
change.  The job of the board is to run the company under the objectives that have been set 
by the shareholder.  I am aware there may be feedback to change some of that in the near or 
medium term, and so be it if there is.  We will have to operate under the objectives set by the 
shareholder. 

In terms of my international experience, I have spent all of my working life in retail.  I 
started on the ground floor and worked my way up to board level first in Quinnsworth, which 
was then taken over by Tesco.  I moved to the UK for a couple of years as part of the Tesco 
transition period.  When I came back to Ireland, I set up the distribution and property arms of 
Tesco Ireland here and then became the CEO.  I have spent all of my career in a retail environ-
ment.  I also sat on the operating board of Tesco UK for a period.  My work experience has been 
steeped in retail.

Chairman: On behalf of the committee, I thank Mr. Keohane for his assistance and for at-
tending this morning.  I wish him well in his appointment.  I am sure that we will invite him to 
appear here again.

Mr. Tony Keohane: I thank the Chairman.

Chairman: Members are more than welcome to take a short break while we get our next 
witnesses in.

  Sitting suspended at 10.08 a.m. and resumed at 10.15 a.m. 

Action Plan for Housing and Homelessness: Minister for Housing, Planning, Community 
and Local Government

Chairman: I welcome the Minister, Deputy Coveney, and his Department officials.  This is 
a continuation of our action plan for housing discussion from last week.  We have agreed that 
all questions are to be put through the Chair.  We have an hour to go through pillars 2 and 3 
together and pillars 4 and 5 together.  We are not going back over pillar 1 again and therefore 
do not expect the Minister to answer questions on pillar 1.  Any supplementary questions will 
be taken at the end. I invite the Minister to address pillars 2 and 3.

Minister for Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government  (Deputy  Simon 
Coveney): If the committee is interested, we did not get a chance to talk about the legislation 
last week and I would like to read out a short briefing on the legislation to give the committee 
an idea of what I am likely to bring to Cabinet next week.  I said I would do that and I wish to 
follow through on it.

Chairman: Does the Minister mind if we do that at the end?  Senator Coffey and Deputy 
Coppinger will have returned by then.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Of course.  I look forward to that.

I circulated extensive speaking notes last week.  If it would be helpful, people-----

Chairman: Does the Minister wish to proceed straight to questions?
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Deputy  Simon Coveney: Members might find it more helpful if we went straight to ques-
tions.  I can talk the committee through how we are going to deliver 47,000 social housing units 
and what we are doing around planning reform but I suspect the committee has probably heard 
all of that.  I am in the hands of the committee.

Chairman: Shall we go straight to questions?

Deputy  Simon Coveney: If the committee wants to go straight to questions, perhaps we 
can try to deal with some of the concerns or queries members may have.

Chairman: Senator Boyhan was very patient at the last meeting so he is first up.

Senator  Victor Boyhan: Mindful of what the Cathaoirleach said at the earlier session 
about keeping it very focused, I have a series of questions on pillar 2.  Is it okay if I ask ques-
tions about pillar 2 first?

Chairman: Pillars 2 and 3 together.

Senator  Victor Boyhan: On reference page 51 of the action plan for housing, action item 
No. 2.7 covers the land aggregation scheme in some detail.  There is enormous potential for 
that.  The Minister will know that his predecessors rejected a number of applications for the 
land aggregation scheme from local authorities.  They were considered huge investments for lo-
cal authorities and not sustainable in many cases, certainly with regard to debt.  I know of some 
local authorities that are only paying the interest on these vast amounts of money that were used 
to incur these expenses.  To return to the plan, I want to say that I believe it is a very brave and 
courageous plan.  Dare I say it, the Minister’s reputation and that of the Government hinges 
on all of this.  It is about the delivery of it and I am really only interested in that.  What I like 
about the 84 key action points is that they keep the Minister, the committee and the Oireachtas 
focused.

To return to the land aggregation scheme, some of the applications were rejected by the 
Department.  However, there are many that were accepted into the scheme.  There is potential 
for that in the roll-out of social housing and how it is going to be progressed.  Clearly, it has to 
be a priority.  It is an acquisition that is available to local authorities.  The Minister might talk 
about that and about how he is interacting with the local authorities.  Has the Minister, at this 
stage, completed a schedule of the local authority lands in regard to the scheme?  The Minister’s 
Department should have a comprehensive map and schedule of each of the 31 local authorities.  
We need to feed that into the process at some level within the Minister’s Department.  I would 
like to hear about that at some point and see constant monitoring of it because there is a huge 
potential investment there.

The next item is on page 51.  The Minister mentions in the document that he envisages a 
partnership with religious congregations.  Can the Minister please set out what he has in mind?  
I understand that he has had some contact and I am led to believe that he has had a meeting.  
The Minister might confirm whether he has met with a number of representatives of religious 
organisations personally.  I understand that he has set out his concerns and they have set out 
some possibilities and ideas.  The Minister might be in a position to share that if that is the case.

Has the Minister looked at the schedule of lands that were entered into as part of the insti-
tutional redress scheme in which the Conference of Religious of Ireland, CORI, represented 
a bloc of religious superiors who signed a very substantial indemnity scheme with the State 
during the term of the Government before last?  It was questionable in the view of some par-
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ties but we have to deal with it.  There was a major indemnity scheme which indemnified a 
substantial amount of religious orders from the competition claims as a result of the national 
redress scheme.  That is a horrific story and this is only a contribution.  I believe there is a moral 
obligation on these religious orders and I call on them to deliver.  I also believe there is a moral 
obligation on the State to deliver the lands that it promised and the possibility of two aspects, 
namely, the delivery of social housing and, more importantly, the delivery of accommodation 
through buildings that they are not using.  The humanitarian response that the Irish Government 
has made by committing to 4,000 refugees coming into this country will add another dynamic.  
The Minister might touch upon his contacts with the religious orders and how he is going to 
pursue their assets to alleviate this national housing crisis.

My next point is about action 2.12 on page 52, which is the legislation to streamline the Part 
8 process.  Clearly, there is another day’s work for this committee to look at the Part 8 process.  
There is a democratic deficit in the process and it needs to be reviewed anyway outside of this 
context.  Within this context, there is no appeal process for Part 8.  This part of the process - I 
am sure it could be called a planning process - is a consultation process with the local authority 
and the county manager.  I wish to ask the Minister two questions.  Will the Minister consider 
reviewing the Part VIII process?

I had an opportunity to engage with the Minister about a particular local authority.  His offi-
cials came back to me and said he had no power and function in the matter.  I accept that, but the 
letter caused me to revisit a number of pieces of legislation related to the Planning and Develop-
ment Act.  The Act states that under section 179 the Minister cannot interfere with the Part VIII 
process.  However, if we are to give real effect to this policy document, we have to have local 
authorities on message to deliver on key Government policy.  We cannot have local government 
and councillors continuously opposing the message.  They are entitled to their views, but at the 
end of the day the process is meaningless if the Minister has no function.

Would the Minister consider being a statutory consultee?  He is not currently a statutory 
consultee for the Part VIII process; this fact has been confirmed by his Department.  Any Part 
VIII process should be referred to him because it has to be consistent and in line with policy.  
This is the rebuilding Ireland policy and I would like to think the Minister’s officials would 
consider that option.

I refer to page 55, action 2.24 - refugee protection programme.  It states the objective of the 
plan is to provide a range of supports at local level, including housing assistance payments, a 
scheme with which the Minister is familiar, to ensure the integration of individuals into their 
new communities.  The timeline is the fourth quarter of 2016.  This matter is covered in The 
Irish Times today, as it was yesterday, and two of the Minister’s ministerial colleagues talked 
about their disappointment, the lack of progress and their frustration, which I accept and respect.

I welcome Ireland’s humanitarian response, which is good.  However, there are sensitivi-
ties.  There are communication issues, as well as the priming of local authorities in terms of the 
provision of resources to deal with the issue.  I am opposed to the system of direct provision.  
What co-ordination plans has the Minister put in place to provide homes for those who are due 
to travel to the country in the next number of weeks and months?  If I understood him correctly 
at our last meeting, he was referring to the first tranche of 2,000 people who were due to come 
to Ireland, which is great.  Has an operational subgroup, under the auspices of the Irish refugee 
protection programme task force, been established?  I know that the Minister is committed to 
doing this, but what is the timeframe for its establishment?
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On modular pillar 2, what role will local authorities play in housing refugees and the asso-
ciated integration policies?  Where is the relevant funding?  We need to hear about it because, 
after all, it is a clear objective for the Minister in the last quarter of 2016.  It must be one of the 
most challenging policies.

I know that things have slowed down a little but not intentionally.  Many objectives were to 
be delivered on in the third quarter.  I will not read them to the committee, but I marked every 
objective to be met in the third quarter.  There are genuine reasons things have slipped, but that 
is the tightness of the ambitions of the Minister’s plan.

Pillar 3 involves building more homes.  Action 33.4 in the Minister’s plan is that they will 
identify and prioritise key pathfinder sites, with the capability to deliver new homes, for which 
the timeframe is the third quarter.  Will the Minister, please, report on progress in meeting that 
objective, which is important?  Does he have specific sites in mind?  Is he referring to strategic 
development zone sites?  It is interesting that the document refers to a proven record, but there 
is no such record in this matter.  What sites does the Minister envisaged being included?

An Bord Pleanála is mentioned on page 62.  The Minister has wide-ranging powers which, 
believe it or not, are perhaps the most controversial aspect of the plan.  I have spoken to council-
lors from all parties and none and this is a challenging issue.  The document states that, under 
action 3.6, the Minister proposes to legislate to enable planning applications for 100 units or 
more to be referred directly to An Bord Pleanála.  It is failing in meeting the statutory 18-week 
rule in the case of a number of what are called strategic critical infrastructure projects.  They 
are projects the previous Government set out as meeting key strategic objectives, but An Bord 
Pleanála is continuing to fail.  How will the Minister put in resources and money in place and 
provide for reform of An Bord Pleanála to deliver on that key objective?  He hopes to minimise 
the delays in the case of large-scale housing developments, but as I said, the 18-week rule is not 
being adhered to and in some cases the process is not completed within 32 weeks.

Action 3.9 refers to online planning and the accelerated roll-out of e-planning systems.  
That is excellent.  The use of technology is positive and exciting and it is the direction in which 
we should be moving, but it will require money and, more importantly, training at local level.  
Local councils are in great difficulty; they cannot even provide coloured photocopies of plans 
because they do not know how to use some of the technology available.  Councils in Dublin 
are not even scanning planning applications in colour because they state they do not have the 
resources to do so.  They are minimising the size of copies of plans, which means that they can-
not be read.  It is ridiculous.  I do not want people from the Minister’s constituency to have to 
take a train or a bus at a cost of €50 to come to Marlborough Street in Dublin to look at planning 
applications.  Before An Bord Pleanála can do anything, councils and the public library service 
must have the technology they need to deliver on that commitment.  

I refer to construction capacity skills.  To his credit, the Minister has identified this as an 
issue in terms of how we can develop SOLAS.  If it is successful, there will be major growth in 
the construction industry, which is all very positive as it feeds into the economy and is marvel-
lous.  However, there is a need for resources to build capacity to provide training in the ETBs.  
We do not necessarily need everyone to have a university degree in engineering.  Rather, we 
need practical people to come through apprenticeship programmes.  Many people who left 
school at the age of 15 or 16 years and are signing on to social welfare payments would love to 
enter into apprenticeships and receive training or attend night classes to improve their literacy 
and numeracy skills.  I want to hear about the provision of resources that it will be necessary to 
provide in that regard.
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Again, I have concerns about the Minister’s Part VIII proposals to provide student accom-
modation.  Will he clarify what he means about joint ventures?  Under no circumstances should 
a private joint venture be allowed to avail of what is a planning consultation process.  If a local 
authority is fully managing a development on its land and property, that is somewhat accept-
able.  However, in section 4.13 of the Minister’s document there is a suggestion there be syn-
ergy in the development of student accommodation and that private developers could come in 
under the wire as part of a very loose Part VIII process.  That is questionable and I would like 
to see the matter revisited.  

I am sorry to hit the Minister with many questions, but I have made reference to the points 
listed in the document which I hope has been helpful.

Chairman: I was gracious with the Senator because he sat there for three and a half hours at 
our meeting without getting an opportunity to speak.  There are many questions for the Minis-
ter.  I will run the clock for other members because otherwise we will not get through the action 
plan.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: There are many questions to which other members would like 
answers.

Chairman: Yes.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: It is great that Senator Victor Boyhan has read the plan.  From my 
perspective, that is very good.  I will go through some of the schemes mentioned.

On student accommodation, it is my understanding anything happening on public land 
which is controlled and managed by a local council is subject to a Part VIII process.  It is up to 
the council to make sure it does this in a way that is responsible and maximises the opportunity 
to engage in the sustainable development of a parcel of publicly owned land.  If the best use 
of that land involves a mix of student accommodation, affordable rental accommodation and 
private development, as well as social housing, to achieve a mixed tenure, the Part VIII process 
has to be used to deal with that complexity and ambition.  That is what we mean when we refer 
to student accommodation being part of a mixed development on publicly owned land. 

On construction capacity skills, a major feature of the education policy launched last week 
by the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Richard Bruton, and the Taoiseach was the 
need to increase the number of traineeships and apprenticeships, particularly in construction.  
The way in which we construct buildings and housing estates will change.  We may not see the 
same numbers of bricklayers and so on being used.  In future, we may have many more pre-cast 
or ready-for-assembly properties being craned into building sites and assembled in a much dif-
ferent way than is currently the case.  Some conventional building will undoubtedly continue.  
If we are to return to building between 25,000 and 30,000 housing units per annum through 
a combination of social and private housing, we will need more skilled construction workers.

One of the more controversial and ambitious elements of the plan is the proposal to change 
the decision making process for planning in respect of larger developments.  This is one of the 
reasons we will introduce legislation.  I hope to secure Government approval for the heads of 
a Bill next week.  Under the proposed legislation, developers who wish to build more than 100 
housing units will be required to engage in an intensive pre-planning consultation process with 
local government and, for the first time, this must be completed within a prescribed period.  
Rather than having a developer submit a poor planning application which needs to be reshaped 
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and redesigned through an ongoing pre-planning consultation process, some of which last for 
18 months or longer, the onus will be on private developers to ensure their planning applica-
tions are in order from the outset.  This will result in much higher quality submissions being 
made for pre-planning consultation with local authorities.

An Bord Pleanála will also be involved at this stage to ensure applications in respect of 
zoned land are consistent with the relevant local area, county or city development plan.  Where 
there is a piece of land that is zoned for housing, a developer will be required to submit a qual-
ity application that takes account of all the policy considerations in the locality.  A statutory 
pre-planning consultation period of between eight and ten weeks will ensue, after which the 
developer will make a formal submission to An Bord Pleanála.  The legislation will impose a 
statutory requirement on An Bord Pleanála to issue a decision on all such applications within 
approximately 16 weeks.  The Department will gear up and support An Bord Pleanála from a 
human resources perspective and in respect of other resources to ensure it has the capacity to 
meet these requirements.  Timelines and so forth can be discussed when the Bill is introduced 
in the Dáil, Seanad and select committee.

Comparisons will be made with the strategic infrastructure Act and people will point out 
that it sometimes takes nine, ten or 12 months for decisions to be made under that legislation.  
This is because the legislation permits requests for further information to be made and public 
hearings to be held, as a result of which the timeframe will be extended.  Many examples of 
such cases come to mind.  The legislation I will introduce will be different, however, and will 
not be a type of strategic infrastructure Bill for housing.  For example, it does not provide for a 
timeline for further information and if applications are not spot on from the outset, they will be 
thrown out.  This will probably result in an increase in the number of refusals until such time 
as developers get the message that the purpose of the legislation is not only to have quicker 
decisions, but also to impose on them an obligation to get the application right from the outset.  
We want developers to produce highly professional planning applications that are consistent 
with what councillors have determined in local area plans, development plans and so forth.  
This consistency will then be confirmed in the pre-planning consultation, after which An Bord 
Pleanála will go through a rigorous process of ensuring everything is as it should be before 
making a decision.

The most important issue is protecting the integrity of the planning system, while the second 
priority is to ensure the right decisions are made in a timely manner.  What we are trying to 
do is ensure the process moves forward and people who are willing to provide quality hous-
ing developments in the right places at the right density, taking account of all the other issues 
surrounding public amenity and so forth, have decisions made on their planning applications 
quickly to allow construction to proceed.  I hope that gives members a sense of what we are 
trying to achieve.

By the end of this month, we should be in a position to name key sites which we want to be-
come pathfinder projects.  I have referred to one or two such sites in commentary and speeches.  
I believe we will be on schedule in this regard.  We want to create projects that deliberately 
draw the spotlight as this will show others what can be achieved on publicly owned land in 
terms of integrating communities and demonstrating new thinking in the area of design, ambi-
tion and so forth.  People in other areas who follow developments on pathfinder sites in Dublin, 
Cork, Limerick, Galway and elsewhere may then decide to replicate the model on the basis that 
it clearly works.  I want O’Devaney Gardens to be a pathfinder site because it has been a highly 
controversial project on which there has been considerable disagreement.  I am not certain it 
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will come through the system but we would like to turn all the negatives associated with the site 
on their head and create a positive project for Dublin.  

Pathfinder projects will also be developed on large private strategic sites that can deliver 
scale quickly, for example, strategic development zones.  This will allow people to see the pace 
of delivery.  We hope to deliberately attract attention to these sites with a view to having proj-
ects that work replicated in other areas. 

Deputy Boyhan spoke about quarter three implementation in a way that almost made ex-
cuses for not delivering.  We intend to deliver quarter three objectives on schedule.  We will 
have a full report in mid-October providing an update on what is being delivered, what is ahead 
of schedule and what plans are in place to get projects that are behind schedule back on track.  
I expect the joint committee will be interested in receiving progress reports that are factual and 
numbers-based rather than slick public relations management jobs, which we are sometimes 
accused of providing.

Like many other members of the Government, I want to make progress on the issue of refu-
gees.  Ireland has made a commitment to welcome 2,000 refugees in the next 12 months.  This 
will mean accommodating approximately 40 refugees per week and my Department’s respon-
sibility is to ensure accommodation is available when required.  Refugees arriving here will 
first go to an orientation centre for a period to learn about and understand the kind of communi-
ties they will live in and with in future.  We will then have to put in place sustainable housing 
solutions which I expect will be predominately done through the housing assistance payment.  
Let us be honest rather than politically correct about this issue.  We must approach it in a way 
that, where possible, does not cause friction between people who are on housing waiting lists 
and those who are arriving here, many of whom will have had horrific experiences and will 
need wraparound help and support, not only in the area of housing.  The last thing we want is 
competitive friction for local authority or social housing to develop between the new Irish and 
people with legitimate needs who are waiting for housing supports.  We are very conscious 
of this issue.  For this reason, the housing assistance payment is probably a good vehicle for 
addressing the issue.  Many of the homes available under the HAP scheme are spread around 
and not located in large numbers in specific areas.  The way people approach a council house 
that becomes available for reallocation is very public and there is competition for such houses.  
While we are open to suggestions, we believe the HAP scheme is probably the best solution, at 
least initially.  The Department is represented on the task force for refugee protection, which is 
chaired by the Tánaiste and Minister for Justice and Equality, Deputy Frances Fitzgerald.  The 
Department is working closely with the County and City Management Association, CCMA, the 
Department of Justice and Equality and other key stakeholders on the housing of refugees when 
they come here.  As I stated, they will be housed primarily through the use of the housing assis-
tance payment, HAP.  In vulnerable cases in which there is a specialist need such as disability, 
mental health concerns, addiction or whatever, local authorities obviously will be asked to and 
will seek solutions for them.  This hopefully was a comprehensive answer on the refugee side.

As for streamlining the Part VIII process, my Department is trying to put in place a struc-
ture for this process from a timeline perspective to force a decision as opposed to something 
that gets put off repeatedly.  Some councils are really good at Part VIII proposals and no issues 
arise.  When speaking to a council, I sometimes am asked why I focus on Part VIII because the 
council in question has no problem with it.  While this is true in some parts of the country, it 
is not true elsewhere and we intend to consider planning reform more broadly through a root-
and-branch review of the broader planning system.  Consequently, the Department intends to 
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consider the efficiency of the existing process, including Part VIII and associated regulations, 
which will be a separate process.  However, the provisions proposed in the legislation regarding 
Part VIII include a six-week public consultation instead of the current eight-week period.  In 
addition, as there is no prescribed timeline at present, the chief executive will have eight weeks 
in which to prepare a report for councillors.  The intention is that elected members will have six 
weeks to reform, modify or reject and otherwise, the chief executive officer’s proposals will be 
adopted.  Essentially, there will be a timeline and in the absence of decisions by councillors on 
that timeline, the chief executive’s report will take effect by default.  In other words, this will 
force people to make a decision on Part VIII proposals and this is the right thing to do.  It keeps 
the power in the hands of councillors, which is where it should be, but also places an onus on a 
chief executive to put together proposals that have a good chance of gaining acceptance.  It also 
forces a discussion and possibly amendments and changes between councillors and manage-
ment to try to get it right.  However, the most important point is this will force decisions and this 
is what I am trying to do in the planning system, regardless of whether it is a Part VIII proposal 
or is with An Bord Pleanála.

As for the religious congregations, I invited them to meet me in Galway.  I have been in 
Galway a number of times since then but essentially, the idea was to appeal to religious congre-
gations to work with the Department and to consider properties they may have for which they 
no longer have use.  The idea was rather than essentially trying to force the case, we would work 
in partnership with religious congregations and from my experience of being in this job thus far, 
it is a much more progressive way to get things done.  After that meeting, I was approached by 
a number of religious congregations, which have made offers.  I already have received an offer 
from my native city of a modern and suitably located house in County Kerry, which now has 
been linked up with an approved housing body.  The transition is simply taking place and there 
is no charge for it.  Some of the nuns living there are moving out, Clúid is taking over and that 
is a great outcome.  There is another case of a former convent - also in Cork as it happens - and 
I hope its facilities will be used by an approved housing body linked with homeless provision 
for women for that purpose.  I hope to be able to replicate this kind of partnership elsewhere as 
well.  Last week in Waterford, what I can only describe as a phenomenal social housing project 
was opened.  Senator Coffey will be highly familiar with the project, which involves a former 
home for priests.  While I cannot remember its name, it was really impressive.

Senator  Paudie Coffey: It is located in St. John’s training college.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Yes, and what a project that is.  I encourage anyone seeking an 
exemplar for a social housing project to view that really impressive project.  We want to have a 
lot more of that type of stuff and have the budgets to be able to do it.  If there are any religious 
congregations listening that have properties which no longer are in use or which they seek to 
vacate in the coming months or years, my Department is interested in talking to them and I ask 
them to make contact with us directly.

On the land aggregation scheme, the Housing Agency will have a report and recommenda-
tions ready for my Department on how best to use the land and sites that have been part of this 
scheme by the first quarter of next year.  While I acknowledge this has caused issues in the past 
for many councils with regard to debt management and so on, our job now is to try to make best 
use of the lands subject to those purchases and to try to squeeze the best value possible out of 
them in terms of new housing developments, be they social housing or mixed tenure develop-
ments or whatever, and we will proceed with that.

I apologise for the lengthy answer but they were all pretty good questions.
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Chairman: If it is all right with the Minister, we will take the next round together because 
half an hour remains in which to get through four pillars.  Consequently, I will be running the 
clock.  If members do not get to ask all their questions, it will be all right as we can go around 
again.  However, we are trying to get through this as efficiently as possible.

Deputy  Dessie Ellis: I thank the Minister.  I ask the Chairman to bear with me if I touch 
on the first pillar.

Chairman: That is all right.

Deputy  Dessie Ellis: I will try to keep to the second and third pillars as much as I can.  
However, I wish to come back to the delivery of Part V provisions.  I believe that when the 
Minister reintroduced the 10% requirement, it has been a big mistake.  I do not believe it will 
deliver enough and I again ask the Minister to review that decision on Part V provision.  No af-
fordable scheme is in place although there is a requirement under Part V for 10% to be social or 
leasing or whatever it is.  However, we need more ambitious targets under Part V and it is bad.  
I also refer to compulsory purchase orders, CPOs, which do not get much mention.  There are 
many locations all around Dublin city that are boarded up and that have been with banks for a 
long time.  Many of them must be deemed to be derelict sites by Dublin City Council before a 
compulsory purchase order can be made on them and this process is not working in any way.  
I believe this area must be examined as no compulsory purchase orders have been made in the 
Dublin City Council area.  While it is starting elsewhere, there has been none there and I wished 
to raise that issue with the Minister.

On the issue of land supply, which is part of the third pillar, an audit has been carried out 
with Dublin City Council and other local authorities in many areas.  The Minister also men-
tioned the churches and lands and I note the churches have vast amounts of lands.  In Finglas 
I could cite the example of the Church of the Annunciation.  There is land there - we call them 
the Fergal’s lands - with the Church of the Annunciation.  I believe we must up our game in 
inducing religious authorities to deliver more and perhaps there should be greater engagement 
with them.  There is major scope in this regard.

On examining the figures in the mid-year review, I am deeply disappointed by some of the 
targets set and what has been achieved.  Thus far, according to the figures from 2016, we appear 
to be failing badly in respect of many of the targets.  For example, a target was set in respect 
of Traveller accommodation to deliver 66 units but only 16 have been delivered to date.  This 
simply shows the priority that has been given to this issue.  Greater consideration must be given 
to older people and the issue of financial contributions and to building more for senior citizens.  
There is huge demand in this regard and it must be examined.  While the financial contribution 
is in place, it is not being used much and must be increased.

Chairman: Thank you, Deputy Ellis.  I will return to you for the next round.  I call Deputy 
Coppinger.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: I wish to raise three brief matters.  I have no doubt that the Min-
ister personally wishes to resolve the housing crisis.  He has moved by bringing forward the 
action plan.  My constant theme has been that its focus is wrong.  The focus is on kickstarting 
the construction industry, but most of those houses will be private houses.  The planning per-
missions the Minister is talking about accelerating will generally be for private houses which 
will be unaffordable, certainly in Dublin.  I do not know about the rest of the country but prices 
are shooting up in Dublin.  They will not be attainable for anybody on the social housing lists 



JOINT COMMITTEE ON HOUSING, PLANNING AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT

19

and even for people who are struggling with rents.  That is my key problem.

Focusing on this pillar of public housing, last week I said that I do not understand why the 
plan, the Government and the Civil Service are not focusing on the areas where homelessness 
and the housing crisis are highest.  That appears to be the obvious thing to do.  A report was 
published on 17 February, “A Preliminary Analysis of Children and Families in Emergency 
Homeless Accommodation”, which I am sure the Minister has read.  It found that 70% of the 
homeless families in Dublin were from two areas of Dublin - 118 families or 38% were from 
Blanchardstown-Mulhuddart in my constituency and the constituency of the Minister’s col-
league, Deputy Varadkar, and the former Tánaiste, Deputy Burton, and 89 families or 29% 
were from the Ballymun-Finglas area, while 13% were from Lucan-Clondalkin, followed by 
Drumcondra, Donnycarney, Crumlin and Drimnagh.  The bulk of the people were from two 
areas in Dublin.  My issue, and I am not Dublin-focused as I have sympathy with the homeless 
everywhere, is that we know where the problems are, yet most of the local authority building 
is not being concentrated and directed to those locations.  The then Minister published a docu-
ment, “Laying the Foundations”, last year in which the targets for Dublin were embarrassingly 
low, given that it is where most of the problem is.  They would only deal with approximately 
10% of those who are waiting for accommodation.  Representatives of local authorities who 
appeared before the housing committee told us they are meeting their targets, but homelessness 
is increasing because their targets are ridiculous.

Why has the Minister not met representatives of Fingal County Council, in particular, which 
covers Blanchardstown and Mulhuddart?  It is my constituency, but I am not being parochial.  
We are snowed under with homelessness and there is no plan.  The council has not built or de-
veloped anything for years.  There is only one site of council-owned land in Blanchardstown 
that is ready for development, but no plan has been brought forward to the council.

Chairman: Thank you, Deputy Coppinger.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: The Minister should ask about that.

Chairman: I will come back to the Deputy.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: I will have to leave, so could I ask one more question?

Chairman: Be very brief.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: It relates to the figures.  I tabled a parliamentary question and, 
of the 47,000 social houses referred to in the reply, 18,718 will be local authority new builds.  
That is only a little over 3,000 a year.  I am rounding up the figures for the sake of speed.  That 
is lower than the figure for 2008, before the crash.  The impression is being given that there will 
be lots of social housing, but the figure is much lower.  In addition, the figures include the 1,500 
modular units.  Perhaps the Minister will clarify that.  Leasing is also included for the first time 
in local authority figures.  What element will be leased?

Deputy  Simon Coveney: They are all local authority.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Last week I asked the Minister about addressing 
the cap, particularly in local authorities.  I checked this further during the week.  Part of the rea-
son people are becoming homeless is that the cap has not been changed in each local authority 
for so long.  Five years ago local authorities did not have homeless clinics.
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Chairman: Senator, we are discussing pillars 2 and 3.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: This is part of pillar 1, but I did not get a reply last 
week.  It was something I wished to address under that pillar.

Chairman: I can get those questions answered for you after the meeting.  That is not a 
problem, but the Senator should stick to pillars 2 and 3 so we can progress.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Okay, but that must be seriously examined.  With 
regard to land aggregation, the Minister is concentrating too much on rented accommodation.  
Long-term rental will not solve the problem in this country.  Renting over the long term will 
only cost the State money.  Consider all of the land the local authorities have.  In each budget 
they are paying back a certain amount to the banks because they bought the lands in the boom, 
as I said last week.  It was addressed then but it is part of this week’s discussion.  Now, in fact, 
many local authorities are paying double the amount to the banks.  It is costing the country a 
fortune.  The Minister spoke again about the HAP scheme.  It was also mentioned last week, 
Chairman, so there is a little confusion on your part.  The HAP scheme is fine but, as the Min-
ister will have heard on the radio during the week, rents are increasing all over the country.  We 
have the new HAP scheme, which I believe will work if it is done right, but there is no cap on 
rents.  As a result, the local authorities are putting people in the HAP scheme but the rents are 
increasing.  That means people are caught again because they must pay extra money on the rent, 
so they are not gaining.  That is why they are finding it hard to find a place to live.  Unless the 
Minister considers putting a cap on rents, the HAP scheme will be defeated.

I have a question about the elderly.  Part 2 refers to initiatives for the elderly.  We have really 
failed in this regard.  Each local authority provides housing aid for the elderly.  Originally, one 
had to be 62 years of age to get it and then that increased to 63 years.  Now, one must be aged 
66.  One must be 66 years of age if one is applying for any type of grant from local authori-
ties.  That is not good enough.  People are living longer, which is fair enough, but they do not 
qualify for the grants.  Like many local authorities, I am dealing with people aged 62 and 63 
who require grants for their windows and doors, but they cannot get them because they are not 
the right age.

With regard to local authorities, the Minister gave a commitment to the committee that he 
would work with them on housing repairs.  What repairs do local authorities carry out for local 
authority tenants?  There is no longer such a local authority scheme.  The authority will fix a 
roof if it is leaking, but it must be an emergency, and it will carry out electrical work, because 
it is afraid the house will go on fire.

Chairman: I ask the Senator to wrap up.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Elderly people will not get any work done on their 
homes.  A lady called to me last week.  She is a local authority tenant and she cannot afford to 
fix her gas boiler.  We tell those tenants that we do not fix gas boilers, doors or windows.  We do 
not do any repairs anymore to local authority houses.  The Minister must address this because 
people are living in fear.

Chairman: Thank you, Senator.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I have many more questions.

Chairman: To be fair, Senator, everybody has a set time.  Many of the issues you raised are 
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local, and some local authorities have a retrofit programme.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: They do not.  That is the problem.

Chairman: They do.  To be clear, I am not confused.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: The tenants pay for it, however.

Chairman: Perhaps the Minister will respond.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I will respond to Deputy Coppinger’s questions first because 
she might need to leave.  She said the focus on private houses is not a solution.  This is a hous-
ing strategy as well as a homelessness strategy.  We are trying to deal with multiple pressures 
and challenges across the housing sector, whether it involves a first-time buyer trying to buy a 
house, a chief executive from a multinational who is trying to buy or rent at high rates, dealing 
with a fundamental deficit in supply versus demand or trying to ensure that vulnerable people 
get the supports they need from the State.  Many of them are under huge pressure and are very 
exposed in a way they should not be in a normal, functioning property market in which there 
are sufficient numbers of social housing and so forth.  We are trying to do everything here.  To 
look at this plan through the lens of homelessness alone would not be fair.  Of course, that is the 
priority for me.  That is why it is the first chapter and why we spent a long time discussing it 
when we met last week.  This is about trying to ensure those who can afford to buy or rent their 
own homes have properties in the right places at an affordable price, where possible.  The more 
people who can access their own homes with their own resources, the less pressure there will 
be on the State and the more resources we can allocate to people who need our help.  There are 
many people on the margins who may be just above the threshold and, therefore, do not qualify 
to be on a social housing list.  We need to respond to their needs to try to keep them off the list.  
Many of them do not want to be on the list.  They want to access properties to rent or purchase.  
That is why we are introducing a new so-called cost rental category, for example.

I acknowledge there is a big emphasis on the construction industry and building private 
houses on private land as well as a big emphasis on dramatically increasing the social housing 
stock, but both are important.  There is a significant imbalance in this sector and I do not want 
to add to that.  We need to develop a progressive, balanced sector along multiple strands, all 
at the same time, and that is what makes this so difficult.  If this were simply a social housing 
strategy, we would focus on building as many social houses as we could in the right places as 
quickly as we could.  While we are focused on that, we have to focus on many other issues as 
well.  Otherwise more families will be pushed into this category.  If families are given some 
assistance by the State or if supply increases, they will be able to access their own sustainable 
housing solution.

However, I recognise we face huge pressures in respect of social housing.  We do not have 
a high enough percentage of our overall stock in social housing.  My understanding is approxi-
mately 8% of the national housing stock is social housing or local authority housing through 
an approved housing body, AHB, or whatever whereas the average in Europe is approximately 
17%.  We have a great deal of catching up to do and that is why this plan is about increasing 
the overall social housing stock by between 30% and 40% over five or six years.  That is a 
significant ambition which we will deliver.  We propose to deliver an additional 47,000 social 
housing units over that period, with 26,000 to be built exclusively for social housing, 11,000 to 
be acquired from the market, a portion of which will be new builds, while the remaining 10,000 
will be leased by local authorities and AHBs.  These leases will be long term, for 25 or 30 years 
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in most cases, with an option to review at the end of them.  These are long-term, sustainable 
housing solutions.  Sometimes leasing allows one to do something off-balance sheet that one 
might be unable to do on-balance sheet.

We have discussed the asset residential property service, NARPS, model used by NAMA.  
I opened a good social housing scheme linked to that model in recent weeks.  We need to con-
sider the reality of what we are facing and then implement practical solutions to build and ac-
quire housing and put long-term leasing arrangements in place using funding vehicles to allow 
us to generate the maximum return within the spending rules by which we have to abide.  That 
is what this plan is all about.

I take the point that Deputy Coppinger’s constituency needs to be a focal point in the context 
of families and individuals becoming homeless and I am happy to meet officials from Fingal 
County Council.  My officials at the most senior level met them only last week to discuss this 
issue and, therefore, this conversation is happening.  I am happy to have a political conversation 
with the councillors from the area and I am committed to meeting representatives of all four 
Dublin local authorities.  We have only had an opportunity to have a proper political conver-
sation with two of them so far but I will engage with both Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County 
Council and Fingal County Council.

I will come back to the Deputy on the individual site she mentioned but I would like to have 
an informed answer on that site, which is ready to go and should be progressing.  I would need 
to check before I give her an answer.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: It is a little surprising that as the Minister is travelling around 
the country, including a visit to Waterford last week, he has not met representatives of the key 
councils which are experiencing this problem.  I ask him to meet the management of these 
councils.  The councillors are powerless in the sense of bringing forward proposals.  There is 
not a problem with CEOs acquiring houses.  There is no end of houses for them and it is a little 
disingenuous to equate the two.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I am not equating anything.  This is a broad housing strategy as 
well as a response to homelessness and social housing need.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: However, I pointed out that the price of private housing is being 
jacked up by developers, some of whom have been through NAMA and have had the largesse 
of the taxpayer put in front of their feet.  They are also getting money from the NTMA through 
Activate Capital, for example, and they are shooting up the price of houses.  The Minister is 
either powerless to do anything about it or he does nothing about it.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Is the Deputy suggesting that private houses should not be built?

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: I am suggesting it should not be the focal point of the Minister’s 
plan.  The focal point should be social and affordable housing

Deputy  Simon Coveney: That is what we will spend almost €5.5 billion of taxpayer’s 
money doing over the next five years: to build almost 50,000 additional social housing units.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: The legislation the Minister is bringing through the Dáil does 
not deal with that.

Chairman: The Deputy should allow the Minister to respond.  She asked a specific question 
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and he is responding to it.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: It is important that I nail this issue down because we have pro-
posed to spend €5.35 billion of taxpayer’s money on dramatically increasing the social housing 
stock by between 30% and 40% in five years.  I am not sure if such an increase was achieved 
in the past.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: I told the Minister it was in 2008.

Chairman: The Deputy should allow the Minister to respond.  She should address her com-
ments through the Chair.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I am talking about adding to the social housing stock.  Unfor-
tunately, the State sold much of its stock, which, with the benefit of hindsight, was probably a 
mistake in certain instances.  We are committing a huge sum.  Of the available additional capital 
that can be allocated in the upcoming budget, 60% will go on social housing.  We will allocate 
more to social housing than to education, health, transport and everything else combined.  Any-
body who thinks we do not have a commitment across government to social housing needs to 
examine what we are doing in terms of prioritising funding allocations given the competing 
demands that are there.  This is a big strategy for social housing.  The most significant pressure 
is how quickly this housing can be built and how the systems and decision-making around the 
building of those projects can be driven to get them under way faster through Part VIII and 
other planning processes, using public land, streamlining decision-making processes and so on.

I accept the criticism regarding the over-reliance in the past on the private sector in respect 
of providing social housing solutions for many people.  That was exposed by the property crash 
when people stopped building.  However, we are planning for the future now and we are com-
mitting huge sums of available capital.  The social housing build programme is dominant in 
the context of our capital commitments over the next five or six years but I also have to make 
sure the private housing sector begins functioning again.  Last year, 12,500 houses were built.  
Half of them were one-off houses in the countryside.  A significant portion of the other half 
was generated by finishing off unfinished housing estates and apartment blocks.  The number 
of new starts last year, therefore, was between 3,000 and 4,000.  That level of supply needs 
to be dramatically corrected.  It is encouraging that there has been a dramatic increase in the 
number of new starts, planning applications and completions for the seven months of this year 
in comparison with the same period last year.  While the level of increase is not as great as is 
needed, it is nonetheless a significant increase.  I reassure members that things are starting to 
work.  The number of completions throughout the country in the first eight months of 2016 was 
9,167 houses, which is a 19% increase on the first eight months of last year.  The number of 
house completions in Dublin in the same period was 2,620, which is an increase of 46% on the 
number of completions in the first eight months of last year.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: They are all unaffordable.

Chairman: Deputy Coppinger should speak through the Chair.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I agree with Deputy Coppinger on that point.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: In Dublin West, there-----

Chairman: Deputy Coppinger, please speak through the Chair.
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Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: I am sorry but this is an important point.

Chairman: The Deputy must put her questions through the Chair.  Please allow the Minis-
ter to respond.

Deputy  Ruth Coppinger: All of the houses being built in Castleknock are mansions for 
executives.

Chairman: Deputy Coppinger, please respect your colleagues, none of whom is interrupt-
ing the Minister.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: The reason we are putting in place initiatives, incentives and 
legal changes is to change that.  I accept that the vast majority of houses currently being built 
and sold in Dublin, where there is a margin for developers, are high-value properties.  We need 
to change that.  That is the reason we are driving strategic development zones, SDZs, and the 
reason we need pathfinder projects.  We need projects like O’Devaney Gardens to deliver af-
fordable housing units at affordable rental prices and so on.  In the greater Dublin area, 3,823 
units were completed in the first eight months of this year.  That is a 35% increase on last year.  
There is movement in the right direction.  The work is not yet complete, not by a long shot.  
We need to see up to 300% increases in terms of starts and completions and we need to see a 
broad spectrum being delivered in terms of different cost levels and different sizes.  We also 
need specialist units for our elderly population and so on.  The trend, although far from perfect, 
is moving in the right direction and we need to build on it.  We need to address issues such as 
first-time buyers not being able to access houses at a price they can afford in the areas where 
they want to live.  For this reason, consideration is being given to providing an initiative in the 
budget around first-time buyers in particular.  It is important to recognise that things are start-
ing to move.  We need to accelerate that and we need to manage it to ensure it is a sustainable 
growth story.

On repairs to local authority housing, local authorities have different approaches to repairs.  
There is a budget for maintenance and repair of existing social housing stock.  Some local au-
thorities are under more financial pressure than others.  I accept that and agree that it results in 
inconsistency within different local authority areas.

On the housing assistance payment, HAP, the Minister for Social Protection, Deputy Varad-
kar, and I made the decision to increase HAP payments and rent supplement payments.  We 
did not make that decision on the basis of a calculation done on the back of a cigarette box.  
This was done on the basis of the figures provided by the Private Residential Tenancies Board, 
PRTB, in regard to the bottom third of the rental market in terms of cost, with a readjustment of 
HAP and rent supplement payments to meet the increases in that percentile.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: In response, the landlords are increasing rents.

Chairman: Senator, please allow the Minister to respond.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: We are responding to the increases in rent with an increase in 
HAP and rent supplement payments.  The increase varies throughout the country depending on 
the extent of the rent increase.  Obviously, it was much higher in Dublin, Cork, Limerick and 
Galway than it would have been in other rural areas.

Deputy Ellis asked about accommodation for older people.  At the ploughing champion-
ships yesterday we launched a new competitive process in respect of which there is a prize fund 



JOINT COMMITTEE ON HOUSING, PLANNING AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT

25

of €100,000 available.  We are inviting designers, architects, developers and so on to come up 
with an exemplar design solution for housing for older people, including people who want to 
trade down but live in a safe community setting.  We are seeking house designs that specifically 
meet the needs of elderly people.  We should be smart and sophisticated enough to do that.  The 
purpose of the €100,000 prize fund is to get people competing on an ideas basis to provide solu-
tions that we can factor into our pathfinder projects and social housing schemes.  It is important 
that an element of our social housing schemes specifically targets and caters for elderly people.  
This can also be done in private sector schemes because I believe there is a strong private sector 
demand for this type of housing.  That is a priority for us.

A consistent thread throughout the plan is the competitive process to ensure we get the best 
ideas.  We have a very sophisticated and streetwise house building and development sector in 
Ireland.  There are many very good architects in this country.  There are also many people who 
went abroad to survive commercially, who have learned an awful lot in the places they have 
been, such as London, Boston and the Middle East, and are now coming back and we want them 
to be competing for design solutions to some of the problems we are trying to address.

We are reviewing our approach to Traveller accommodation as a whole.  I know this is an 
issue close to Deputy Ellis’s heart because he has raised it with me on a number of occasions.  
I am seeking approval from the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform for a significant 
increase in funding next year for Traveller accommodation.  In the next day or so we will be 
publishing the response to what happened almost a year ago, which resulted in the unbeliev-
ably tragic deaths of ten people.  We have assessed fire safety at all the halting sites and specific 
Traveller accommodation throughout the country, and that assessment will be published.  I as-
sure the Deputy that Traveller accommodation is a strong focus of this report.

In terms of spend, I would not judge output by spend at this time of year because often local 
authorities spend money during the year, be that on upgrade of a halting site or the provision of 
additional accommodation, which they do not claim until towards the end of the year.  Members 
will be aware that the vast majority of capital expenditure, the programmes for which we will 
probably discuss later, gets drawn down in the last three months of a year even though much of 
the work takes place earlier in the year.  In 2016, the target was to have an additional 66 units 
at the end of June but only 16 were provided.  This is typical of the annual cycle in that the 
majority of delivery happens in the last quarter of the year.  I will come back to the Deputy on 
the detail in that regard if he wishes.

On State-owned lands, compulsory purchase orders and church-owned lands, we are casting 
the net pretty wide in this regard.  State-owned land is not solely land owned by local authori-
ties.  For example, we sought and have received from CIE a report on what land it could make 
available at commercial value to local authorities or the Government for housing projects.  CIE 
has some very strategic sites available.  It is likewise in the case of port companies and so on.  
The spectrum of State-owned lands is much broader than one might think.

I encourage local authorities to use compulsory purchase orders in a targeted and progres-
sive way but there are impediments in this regard.  There are pretty strong property rights 
enshrined in the Constitution such that a property with nobody in it cannot be acquired if it is 
privately owned.  There need to be pretty strong criteria around dereliction and so on before 
that can happen.

The issue of vacant properties was mentioned in previous discussions and again today.  We 
have given the Housing Agency €70 million to acquire up to 1,600 vacant properties, in respect 
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of which it is making great progress.  The agency has been offered more than 700 properties.  
It has already secured 22 and a series of acquisitions in the pipeline are being worked through.  
The €70 million is essentially a start fund for that.  Once they begin acquiring, they get rent 
from the properties involved and the fund starts to generate moneys that can be used to buy 
further properties and that is how the figure of 1,600 will be reached.  Local authorities are 
also acquiring a considerable number of vacant properties.  There is a great deal happening 
on vacant properties, through the Housing Agency, through local authorities and through new 
schemes that we are looking at, such as the repair and lease scheme.  I say this in the event that 
members might think the sector is not being dealt with.

My final point relates to Part V.  I am aware that some would like me to demand 20% rather 
than 10%.  In truth, the 10% under Part V is a minimum requirement.  I am of the view that 
there will be many private housing estates that will contain more than 10% social housing in the 
future.  Developers will be doing deals with approved housing bodies and local authorities but 
we must have a red line that reflects the bare minimum in every housing estate.  Commentators 
are making crude calculations that one would need to build X number of private houses to get 
Y number of social housing units at 10%.  That misses the point.  Let us consider one of the 
projects, namely, that at O’Devaney Gardens, where the proposal is for 50% private units, 30% 
social housing units and 20% affordable rental units.  There will be lots of examples where we 
go way beyond the 10%.  However, there is a basic requirement that the minimum required in 
respect of all private developments is 10%.

Chairman: I thank the Minister.  We are under pressure for time and there are a number of 
supplementary questions.  I ask members to submit them to the official and we will get those 
answers for them straightaway.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.  We will move on to the Estimates, if 
that is okay with members.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I never got to mention the legislation per se but the members 
have my speaking notes on it.

Chairman: We will probably have an informal session on that as well.

Estimates for Public Services 2016: Vote 34 - Housing, Planning and Local Government

Minister for Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government  (Deputy  Simon 
Coveney): I welcome the opportunity to discuss with the committee progress to date in 2016 
on expenditure and outputs relating to my Department’s programmes.  The plan was that I was 
to be accompanied by the Ministers of State, Deputies English and Catherine Byrne, but I am 
sure they are on call if we need them.

The Revised Estimate for 2016 for my Department was initially published in December.  
The Estimate was subsequently revised to take account of the transfer of functions from my De-
partment to the newly configured Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht 
Affairs and was discussed by the select committee on 30 June.  A further transfer of functions 
from my Department to the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment 
took place in July.  On foot of this, the gross budget for my Department in 2016 stands at 
€1.383 billion.  That represents a gross reduction of €109 million on the Estimate published in 
December.  The Revised Estimate published in June also reflects a reclassification of the water 
conservation grant as a result of the suspension of water charges.
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Following my recent engagements with the committee, members will be aware of the ab-
solute priority I attach to meeting the housing challenge.  In 2016, the overall Exchequer pro-
vision for housing has increased by €145 million.  The combined capital and current housing 
allocation for 2016 will result in an Exchequer investment of some €821 million to support 
the delivery of housing programmes.  In addition, certain local authorities are funding a range 
of housing services from surplus local property tax, LPT, receipts to the value of over €112 
million, bringing the total housing provision in 2016 to €933 million.  Some €121 million of 
Exchequer funding has been spent on capital housing programmes to date in 2016, with a fur-
ther €65 million being spent by local authorities from LPT receipts, the bulk of which has been 
used to support the construction and acquisition of social housing units.  Expenditure on capital 
programmes typically ramps up towards the end of the year and I expect that to be the case this 
year in the capital housing programmes.  Some €210 million has been spent to date by my De-
partment under the current expenditure housing programmes and this has been supplemented 
by spending totalling €22 million by local authorities from LPT receipts.

The funding available under the housing programme in 2016 will see the housing needs 
of 17,140 households being met under a range of social housing initiatives.  The year-to-date 
position shows that very good progress is being made, with over 10,400 households already 
supported in 2016.  I am strongly committed to meeting the overall target this year and my 
Department will continue to monitor progress closely so that any issues affecting progress in 
certain areas can be compensated for through accelerated progress in other areas.

The publication in July of Rebuilding Ireland: An Action Plan for Housing and Homeless-
ness reflects the priority being afforded to housing.  The plan provides for €5.35 billion funding 
over the period of the plan to support the delivery of 47,000 units of social housing by the end of 
2021, through build, refurbishment, acquisitions and leasing.  In addition, €200 million is being 
provided for the local infrastructure housing activation fund to boost supply through investment 
in key enabling infrastructure.  Implementation of the actions set out in Rebuilding Ireland: An 
Action Plan for Housing and Homelessness will be a key priority for the Department in budget 
2017.

Turning to my Department’s water programme, the bulk of the spend relates to the rural 
water programme.  Some €17.5 million is allocated to that programme this year.  The priority 
under the programme is the need to address water quality problems in group water schemes 
with funding also provided for group sewage schemes.

An amount of €110 million was originally provided in 2016 for the purposes of meeting de-
mand under the water conservation grant.  With the suspension of water charges and the grant, 
this funding has instead been paid to the local government fund to be used to meet a portion 
of the revenue shortfall to Irish Water as a result of the decision to suspend water charges and 
to cover the costs of readjustment to the financial supports for the group water sector.  Some 
€300,000 was retained in the water conservation grant subhead to cover some nominal admin-
istration costs that will arise in 2016.

The money in the local government fund comes principally from motor taxation and local 
property tax, which is collected by the Revenue Commissioners.  Local property tax continues 
to provide a sustainable, stable and alternative source of funding for the local government sec-
tor.  The 2016 allocations of local property tax to local authorities are based on the same mecha-
nism and principles that were agreed by Government in the previous year, namely, 80% local 
retention to fund the delivery of public services and the remaining 20% being redistributed to 
provide top-up funding to local authorities that have lower property tax bases due to variances 
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in property values and density across the State.

These measures are necessary to ensure a balanced system of funding for local authorities.  
The Government has devolved more powers to local authorities by giving elected members 
discretion to vary the rates of LPT by up to 15%.  This allows for greater transparency and ac-
countability at a local level.  Some 11 local authorities voted to reduce the LPT rates for 2016, 
compared to 14 in 2015 and, hopefully, we are moving in the right direction there.

The income sources to the local government fund this year are estimated to be motor tax of 
€1.075 billion, LPT of €437 million and a payment from the Exchequer of €396 million.  My 
Department will make payments estimated at €1.921 billion from the fund in 2016.  Apart from 
support for water, the main payments from the fund are LPT payments to local authorities of 
€453 million and a payment of €348 million to the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 
for the maintenance of non-national roads and public transport.

The Department’s Vote also provides funding for the social inclusion and community acti-
vation programme, SICAP.  The programme is managed and overseen through the new local 
community development committees as the new governance model for local and community 
programmes in each local authority area.  The 2016 allocation of over €42 million will allow 
further good progress to be made in this vital area of front-line support provision.  Some €36 
million has been spent to date in 2016.  A total of 5,119 of the 15,986 individuals who had 
received employment support payments by the end of June 2016 had participated in labour 
market training, 925 had progressed into full-time and part-time employment, while 2,996 had 
progressed into self-employment.  

I look forward to hearing members’ thoughts and contributions on the mid-year review.  I 
have made some briefing material available to the committee to assist it in its deliberations.  
With my officials who are the experts in this area, I am available to respond to questions or que-
ries members may have.  Obviously, the Minister of State, Deputy Damien English, also plays 
a part in putting these numbers together.

Chairman: I welcome the Minister of State.  We had agreed that we would consider each 
section under each heading, but we are operating under tight time constraints.  Is it agreed that 
we will take everything together?  Agreed.  I invite members to ask questions.  I call Deputy 
Victor Boyhan.

Senator  Victor Boyhan: It is Senator Victor Boyhan.

Chairman: I am sorry; it was a slip of the tongue.

Senator  Victor Boyhan: The Chairman is saying that a lot.  We share the same constitu-
ency.  

I welcome the Minister and thank him for his comprehensive report.  I will be brief.  It is 
clear that the Minister is driving a multi-stranded action approach to housing and providing 
the appropriate funding in that context, which is to be welcomed.  I would like to ask about 
the funding of local authorities, the matter with which I am most familiar.  I know that we are 
dealing with the figures for 2016, but local authorities are preparing their estimates for 2017.  
Traditionally, they never seem to receive an indication of what their allocations, or projected 
allocations, will be to enable them to plan for the future.  That is the complaint we constantly 
receive from chief executives, councillors and the corporate policy group.  The Minister has 
provided details of income for local government.  I ask him to take with him the message I am 
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transmitting on behalf of those involved in local government.  It is a message rather than a ques-
tion.  Local authority chief executives, managers and heads of finance need to be aware of their 
allocations in order that they can prepare for the future.  They are making preparations, even 
though very little information is available to them.  I would like to leave that message with the 
Minister.

Deputy  Pat Casey: I will be brief.  The Estimates before us cover a period of just seven 
days more than the last set of Estimates we discussed.  On 30 June we were able to get the fig-
ures up to 23 June.  We are now in September and only looking at the figures up to 30 June.  It 
really is a waste of time.  We are only comparing the movement of figures for just seven days.  
I do not understand why we could not be given the figures up to September.

Chairman: To help the Deputy, there are additional performance data behind those figures.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: The figures we have circulated are current.  They cover a period 
up to the last couple of weeks.

Deputy  Pat Casey: I have concerns about the local government fund and the property tax.  
Local authorities in some counties are being forced to spend additional funds on housing pro-
grammes.  That is all very well and good, but they are facing severe challenges in other sectors 
of their operations.  We might need to look at that issue as we move forward.  It is not possible 
for all of the funds to be spent on housing because of the Lansdowne Road agreement.  Some 
local authorities have taken on additional staff to ramp up their efforts to deal with the housing 
crisis.  That comes at a cost.

Senator  Paudie Coffey: In his opening statement the Minister mentioned that the Exche-
quer provision for housing was increasing by €145 million, bringing the total to €983 million.  
It is important to note for the public record that this funding will facilitate various housing ini-
tiatives to meet the housing needs of over 17,000 households.  I know that we had a long debate 
about the Minister’s housing action plan, but I would like to know how the Exchequer provision 
to tackle homelessness compares to that provided in 2014 and 2015.  Will the Minister provide 
details of his proposals in this regard?  I expect that this year’s provision represents a substan-
tial increase.  It is important for the Minister to expand on this matter in the interests of making 
information available to the public.

Water provision is obviously a very controversial topic.  The public needs to have confi-
dence in public policy.  In his opening statement the Minister said €17.5 million had been pro-
vided in the Estimates for rural water programmes.  This funding is essential to support many 
of the group water schemes around the country that are providing quality water for those who 
have always been paying for the supply of water in rural areas.  Following the suspension of 
water charges, how much is it costing the Department and the State to subsidise Irish Water?  It 
is very important in the public interest to have clarity on this question as part of the debate that 
is ongoing.  I respect the fact that an independent commission is looking at this area.  There is a 
lot of populism in the public debate about the issue of water charges.  If the taxpayer is having 
to fund and subsidise Irish Water, that obviously means that substantial funds are being trans-
ferred from other essential services funded from the public purse.  I ask the Minister to expand 
on this.  I know that €110 million that had been provided for the water conservation grant has 
now been transferred to the local government fund to assist with this process.  If the Minister 
could give us more information, it would add to the public debate on the provision of quality 
water services.  If we are to expect the taxpayer to fund the provision of water services in its 
entirety, it is important for us to understand how much it affects the Estimates.
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I agree with the requirement that 80% of the local government fund, which essentially 
comes from motor tax and local property tax receipts, be retained for local services in the vari-
ous local authority areas.  The other 20% is redistributed among local authorities.  This system 
of funding equalisation helps those local authorities with a relatively low rates base to continue 
to deliver public services.  Local authorities are allowed to vary the local property tax rate 
charged by 15%.  I understand 14 local authorities reduced the local property tax rate last year 
and that 11 have done so this year.  Are the same local authorities reducing their local property 
tax rates all the time or is there a variance?  I ask the Minister to give us some information.  At a 
time when local authorities and councillors are, rightly, demanding extra funding for the provi-
sion of public services within their remit, it is essential that local councils adopt a responsible 
approach to the local property tax.  They should not reduce the rate for the sake of it.  Property 
tax reductions have a direct impact on the provision of public services in local authority areas 
and we should discuss the issue.  I would like to hear the Minister’s views on it.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I would like to speak about housing.  The Minister 
hit the nail on the head when he said each local authority was different.  Rural local authorities 
are not receiving the same amount as councils such as Dublin City Council.  They do not have 
the tools to take in high incomes.  I know that the Minister will look at rural counties such as 
Carlow when he is putting his housing programme in place.  Many local authorities in rural 
counties are not bringing in enough money to fund housing.  I know that the Minister will con-
sider all of the different aspects I have raised with him.  Rural councils do not have the money 
they need, which is why there is homelessness in rural areas.  The position is different in the 
capital city.

I would like to return to the issue of the funding of local authorities.  As the Minister has 
met representatives of the local authority in Carlow, he is aware that it has a €2 million shortfall 
in capital funding this year.  It just does not have the tools to bring in extra funding.  I do not 
know whether the local authority will pass a budget this year.  I believe the Department needs 
to receive extra capital funding on behalf of the taxpayers who have paid their taxes during the 
years.  The Minister has told me that other local authorities are looking for funding also, but I 
emphasise that this is a serious case.  I have never before seen budgets like this at local author-
ity level.  The pre-budget meetings are taking place.  The Minister needs to address the capital 
funding of local authorities that are in need.

We are always talking about the fiscal space.  We are told that €1.1 billion is available for 
allocation next year.  I know that the Minister will address this issue by providing funding for 
local authorities.  We hear about funding and the fiscal space, but this is something we will need 
to address as we head into a new year in January.

I believe the Minister is examining the best ways to deal with the question of housing, but 
every area is different and if he does not address every area, he will not solve the homelessness 
problem.

As I said, water charges are a problem.  People pay many taxes, but I understand the Min-
ister’s ministerial colleague spoke on a radio programme yesterday about abolishing the uni-
versal social charge, USC.  Ultimately, we have to be practical and make sure that every local 
authority passes a budget this year because if they do not, we will have a local authority housing 
crisis that will need to be addressed.

As I said, rural local authorities are very different in that we get much less funding and 
because of that, we are delivering very few services.  Unless the Minister addresses all those 
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issues, we will be in serious trouble.

Deputy  Dessie Ellis: Local government funding has always been a major issue.  When I 
was a member of a local authority, we were always fighting over it.  I am aware that most of the 
local government funding comes from property and motor tax, with the Exchequer topping it 
up.  With regard to the discretion that was given to local authorities to reduce it by 15%, local 
authorities should not be penalised as a result of that or lose the Exchequer funding if a shortfall 
arises.  That is important because issues have arisen in some local authorities with the delivery 
of services, which are proving very difficult.  The Minister should take that on board.

I have always believed that funding from motor tax should be used for what it was intended, 
namely, the road network, infrastructure and so on.  There should not be any variation from that.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: On the road tax issue, if we use that purely for roads we will have 
to find other funding streams for the many other areas it funds.  The Department of Finance is 
very strong on not ring-fencing funding from any given tax for any given purpose unless there 
is a direct relation between the polluter pays principle or an incentive around conservation.  
The provision of water services is an obvious example of that whereby we try to link the cost 
of capital investment with a charging system that encourages conservation, better management 
of water and so on.  In terms of broad taxes, much of the money from road tax goes into roads.  
That money is collected, goes to the Exchequer and the Exchequer decides on the most pressing 
needs in terms of the overall revenue streams they have to meet expenditure demands.

On the point made by Deputy Ellis that local authorities should not be penalised for reducing 
local property tax, if a council makes a decision to reduce its income, that is a local democratic 
decision.  The point of trying to introduce more local decision making around revenue raising 
and taxation with the local property tax, LPT, is that if people decide they want to increase a tax, 
they have more money to spend.  If they decide they want to reduce a tax, they have less money 
to spend, but they cannot reduce their revenue stream deliberately and then say the Government 
has to give them the money.  We cannot have that.  Otherwise, we would have local decision 
making on the basis of being popular, reducing taxation collection and simply relying on the 
national Exchequer to pick up the tab every time.  We need a mature discussion on balancing 
streams between local and national Government in terms of the money that should come from 
the LPT, the central Exchequer or direct levies or charges for certain types of services or what-
ever.  That happens in every country.

I would like to see more decision making at local level so that councillors, with their man-
agement teams, can make decisions on what their areas need, how they will fund that and the 
tools they have to be able to do that.  Unfortunately, like the issue of water, local property tax 
became a political issue.  People are making political decisions, and because they did not agree 
with its introduction they will maximise what they can do in terms of undermining it by reduc-
ing it by 15% a year.  That is a decision that has been taken by some, and there is a consequence 
for that, namely, they have less money to spend.

We are trying to transfer revenue-raising decision-making powers from the centre to local 
authorities, where possible.  There are some local authorities that do not have a big percentage 
of their overall income coming from LPT.  That is the case in Carlow, for example.  Even if 
they decided to increase the LPT significantly in Carlow, say, by the full 15%, it does not solve 
the problem-----

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: No.
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Deputy  Simon Coveney: -----in terms of a major financial problem arising.  I take the 
Senator’s point, but I am making the principal point in that regard.

What is encouraging is that the LPT issue is settling down.  We have gone from having 15 or 
16 local authorities reducing it to 11 for this year, and I hope we will have even fewer next year.  
I hope we will start to see a small number of local authorities making the decision to increase 
LPT when it makes sense for them to do so.  I believe there are some local authorities who will 
do that this year.  I can give a guarantee here today that we will not reduce funding coming from 
the national Exchequer as a result of that.  If they increase the LPT, they will have extra money 
to spend.  If they reduce LPT-----

Deputy  Dessie Ellis: Is it not frozen for the 2017-----

Deputy  Simon Coveney: For next year, in terms of the reallocation, we have said that of 
the balancing fund or the redistribution fund, whatever one wants to call it, the decisions we 
have made will ensure that, effectively, no local authority will get less than they got last year.  
However, there is still an opportunity for local authorities.  Some have made the decision; oth-
ers will make it in the next few days or weeks.  There is an opportunity, if they want it, to con-
sider increasing funding streams from the LPT.  That is the only point I would make on that.  I 
do not want to over-emphasise it.

I will address some of the other issues.  Senator Coffey raised the costs arising from the 
suspension of charges.  Having formerly been in that Department, I am sure there are various 
things happening that are frustrating for the Senator to watch, given some of the challenges, 
mainly political, that he had to deal with around water.  I will shortly make a submission to 
Government on the 2016 costs arising from the suspension of water charges and on the potential 
cost in 2017 in different scenarios.  The 2017 position will be dependent on the report of the 
expert commission on funding domestic water services and the consideration of that report by 
the Oireachtas.  That is only a guesstimate at this stage.

In summary, for 2016, the previously envisaged operating subvention for Irish Water this 
year was €479 million.  Irish Water has estimated the shortfall in net domestic revenue from 
the suspension of water charges to be in the order of €181 million for 2016, bringing the total 
subvention requirement to €660 million.  The cost of the additional €181 million will be met 
through the savings on the water conservation grant, which now will not be paid - that is €110 
million; the conversion of an already provided working capital loan to Irish Water of €58 mil-
lion, which was already factored into the budget; and savings of €13 million arising elsewhere 
in the local government fund.

Essentially, because we have matched off the water conservation grant estimate with the 
reduced revenue stream due to the suspension of water charges, along with the €58 million fund 
that was effectively a working capital loan to Irish Water from the Department, the shortfall 
is €13 million after that, which we need to find in savings this year, but we will not have the 
benefit of that next year.  We could fall back on it this year.  Let us be honest about this.  If the 
Oireachtas decides to do away with water charges, we still need to progress and deliver on the 
significant capital expenditure programme that Irish Water needs, and that will have to come 
through other revenue raising and, I presume, general taxation.  That would limit our ability 
to be able to spend in other areas and clearly undermines the water conservation incentive that 
comes with having some link between what people pay and how much water they use.  That 
is not to mind the other legal issues around water framework directives and the rest of it.  That 
is the issue in terms of revenue streams.  We will have a long debate about that once the com-



JOINT COMMITTEE ON HOUSING, PLANNING AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT

33

mission reports.  I know people have strong views on it and I do not want to trigger a debate on 
water.  We are covered for this year because of the water conservation grant and the €58 million 
earmarked for a capital support programme.  We will be able to find the €13 million shortfall.

The potential scenarios for 2017 will be considered as part of the 2017 budget.  We will have 
an opportunity at a later date to discuss those when the commission reports or, potentially, in 
the context of the budget.  We must plan for the different scenarios.  The choices we make have 
big consequences.  Regardless of the way this is cut, we must invest billions of euro over the 
next five or six years in water infrastructure and it must be paid for.  The only question we must 
decide is whether it is to be paid for through general taxation, a combination of general taxation 
and direct charging that tries to incentivise conservation and water management or by reverting 
to the previous charging system.  These are the choices on which we want the commission to 
make recommendations.

Senator  Paudie Coffey: I thank the Minister for clarifying that.  He has made it very clear 
how he is covering the shortfall this year and the concerns around next year.  Essentially, the 
€13 million referred to are savings achieved somewhere within the local government fund.  
Correct me if I am wrong but is that not €13 million less being available for local services in 
local authorities?

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: The Minister clarified the €2 million figure re-
lating to the Carlow local authority.  He met those representatives.  We must be practical.  
Everybody is paying much money on property tax.  I know people have seen what I hope are 
good changes.  At the end of the day, when we see so much homelessness and so many people 
on hospital waiting lists, it is important this budget addresses such issues.  People are paying 
enough.  That is the reality.  They do not have any more.  That is what needs to be addressed in 
this budget.  I am glad the Minister clarified the issue regarding different local authorities.  It is 
crucial that every local authority is looked at on its own merit, as they cannot be compared.  If 
the Minister realises that, he will be half-way to solving the different problems we have.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I wish to clarify a point raised by Senator Coffey.  I do not want 
to let it go.  We think the €13 million will probably be accommodated through a reduction in the 
overall amount of money going back to the Exchequer.  It is something that must be negotiated 
with the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.  I would not like to give the impression 
that local services are being cut as a result of it.  However, I do not want to give the impression 
either that there is no cost here as there is a big cost.  If we decide not to have a revenue stream 
coming from water provision to domestic houses, there will be big consequences in terms of 
the flow of money in and out of government, never mind the other consequences that I am sure 
we will debate at length when the commission reports.  This year is manageable because of the 
anticipated spend that is now not going ahead in the way that we thought it would at the start 
of the year.  Next year it will become a much more difficult issue to manage, depending on the 
choices we make around water.

Deputy  Pat Casey: I have raised before the practical operation and timing of the property 
tax and when the decision is to be made.  Most local authorities are now being asked to make 
that decision but they are not making the decision on the estimates for another six or eight 
weeks.  This is the political reality of what local authorities are dealing with on the ground.  
They are being asked to maintain the current level of property tax but there is nothing on the 
allocation of money for spending.  Politicians are being given the option to opt out of the vote.  
In Wicklow, last year we tried to tie in where the 15% would be spent.  When we took the vote, 
we wanted to say clearly where the property tax was to be spent.  We were not allowed to do 
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so because we cannot do it.  The political reality was that people were able to vote against it 
because it made no difference.  When the estimates came out, what these councillors wanted 
were contained in them and they were able to vote against the property tax measure again.  Is 
there any way the property tax decision can be taken when we see the estimates?

Deputy  Simon Coveney: That is a very fair question and Senator Boyhan made the point 
earlier.  We are asking councils to sign off on local property tax decisions now - whether they 
go up or down - but they are not passing their budgets for another couple of months.  This hap-
pens because the Revenue Commissioners insist on getting earlier decisions around the local 
property tax.  It poses real problems for both the executive teams and the councillors.  They will 
know 75% or 80% of the budget for next year but there are other variables of which they will 
not be fully sure.  These might include the Lansdowne Road agreement, etc.  There are other 
issues that will be decided upon in the budget and they may change, up or down, the figures be-
ing considered.  It is difficult for councils to make decisions around local property tax and how 
they may be able to use extra money without seeing the full picture.

Ironically, before this meeting we had a conversation lasting 15 or 20 minutes on this is-
sue.  Some of the chief executives are asking me if we can consider trying to match the two 
processes.  We will speak to the Department of Finance and the Revenue Commissioners about 
that to see what we can do next year.  It would be difficult to do it this year.  If we are to expect 
progressive decisions around local property tax, the least we can do is say to councillors they 
can see the full picture, including what they can gain or the cost of cutting the tax.  Maybe the 
ideology could be taken from the debate around property tax and whether a person is for or 
against it.  Perhaps we could have more pragmatic decisions around improving revenue streams 
for local services, which is ultimately what we want to reach.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Some local authorities will not pass budgets so 
what exactly will the Minister be able to do for them?  As the Minister indicated, issues arising 
from the Lansdowne Road agreement are starting to have an impact on local authorities.  What 
will the Minister be able to do for those authorities as it is where we are at?

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Local authorities are not on their own and there is ongoing con-
versation between the finance team in my Department and the financial teams within local 
authorities.  They meet almost on a monthly basis and there is a structure for discussion around 
that.  Nothing should be coming as a surprise here.  Some local authorities have real financial 
difficulties, although I will not name them publicly.  There are two with real difficulties and they 
have signed off on a financial plan to get them out of that difficulty over time.  We are helping 
them do that.  As it is coming close to a time for a decision, others are arguing they are in dif-
ficulty because of a shortfall and they must be helped.  One must be clear.  We do not want to 
get into political decision making around budgets so the councils that shout loudest get bailed 
out by a ministerial decision.  This requires proper, professional financial management within 
local authorities and interaction with the Department so the authorities can be as certain as 
possible as to what is likely to come down the line.  We need to work out together how we can 
get everybody through the budgetary process.  That is what we are trying to do.  As I stated, a 
small number of local authorities have genuine historical difficulties with which we need to try 
to help them.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: The Minister will know from dealing with them.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: If they cannot-----
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Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: The Minister will know from dealing with them.  
He does not need anyone to shout.  He will know when he has the facts and figures from these 
local authorities.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Yes.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I believe the Minister is totally wrong regarding 
the person who shouts louder.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I was a local authority member for a number of years and passed 
budgets.  Therefore, I have a reasonable idea as to how the system works.  I acknowledge the 
funding structures have changed somewhat since then.  The legal position is that if a local au-
thority will not or cannot make a vote through a budget, the Minister must put a commission in 
place to run its finances.  I really do not want to do that.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Absolutely not.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: I do not expect that I will.  Even through the very difficult years, 
namely, over the past seven or eight years, that has not happened.

My Department will work with everybody, from chief executives and party leaders to coun-
cils and financial officials, to try to get the numbers into shape for the passing of a budget.  I do 
not expect we will have to use any other emergency powers or any other such measures.  I take 
the point that the council of which the Senator was previously a member has expressed some 
concerns.  We have been talking to it in that regard, and we will try to work through that.

Senator  Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I shout, but for good reasons.  When the Minister 
sees the figures he will know why.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Absolutely.  That is what the Senator is there for.

Chairman: I thank the Minister, Deputy Simon Coveney, the Minister of State, Deputy Da-
mien English, and the departmental officials, who are always here en masse, for attending this 
morning.  I thank the members for their co-operation, which I appreciate.  We did have to rush 
through many items today.  If members have any supplementary questions, they might direct 
them to the clerk and we will obtain the answers for them.

Deputy  Simon Coveney: Senator Coffey asked a question I did not answer.  When we 
decided to do away with the water conservation grant, we needed to make a consequential 
decision to increase funding for the rural water programme in respect of the capital support pro-
grammes that were needed.  Effectively, as a result of the decision, the conservation grant was 
not going to many people in rural areas who would previously have been paying for water any-
way.  Even though the conservation grant is not being paid because people on the mains systems 
are not paying water charges, there were many people who would have been receiving a water 
conservation grant through a group water scheme.  To compensate for that, we have agreed with 
the representative body for group water schemes on what is needed.  It is very happy with it.

Chairman: I thank the members.

The joint committee adjourned at 12.05 p.m. until 9.30 a.m. on Wednesday, 28 September 
2016.


