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Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: I am delighted to welcome our guests here and I thank our members for attend-
ing.  There are two items I want to address before we move on to today’s agenda.  On behalf 
of the committee, I extend our heartfelt condolences to Senator Micheál Carrigy on the recent 
passing of his mother, Mrs. Eilish Carrigy.  I am sure members join me in offering those condo-
lences.  May she rest in peace.

I will make a statement on the matter in relation to RTÉ.  I note the committee has decided 
to request a report from RTÉ focusing on two particular matters, one being the particulars of 
the organisation of the event in question and the other being the measures being undertaken 
by RTÉ to review the existing Covid-19 guidelines, in light of the report of breaches of same.  
Following receipt of this report, members will decide how to proceed.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

Impact of Covid-19 on Irish Dance Sector: Discussion

Chairman: I would like to introduce the representatives from the Irish dancing organisa-
tions, Ms Carol Carberry and Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain.  I thank them for being with us today; it 
is very much appreciated.  I have a few housekeeping rules I need to go through first, so I ask 
them to bear with me.

I request that all members sit only in the permitted seats and in front of available micro-
phones to ensure they are heard.  It is important as not doing so can cause serious problems for 
broadcasting, editorial and sound staff.  I remind members to please maintain social distance 
all times during the meeting.  Members are requested to use wipes and hand sanitisers provided 
to clean the seats and desks shared to supplement regular sanitisation in the breaks between 
meetings.

I remind members that we will wrap up a little earlier today at 3.30 p.m. for voting in the 
convention centre and to allow members enough time to get there.  Unlike our normal speaking 
slots and rota, I ask members for a show of hands so that we can fit as many in as possible.  I 
ask members to confine themselves to the two minutes.  The clock will be on and I ask them to 
bear with it by either using the two minutes for a statement or for questions and answers.

I welcome Ms Carol Carberry, chairperson of Comhdháil na Múinteoirí le Rincí Gaelacha, 
agus Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain, leas-chathaoirleach Coimisiún le Rincí Gaelacha, and her col-
league, Mr. Peter Boylan, who will be joining the meeting remotely.  Mr. Boylan is very wel-
come and I am delighted to have him here with us virtually.

The format of the meeting is that I will invite witnesses to make opening statements, which 
will be followed by questions from members of the committee.  As witnesses are probably 
aware, the committee will publish the opening statements on the website following the meeting.  
I ask Ms. Carberry to begin and then we will move on to Dr. Ní Bhriain.

Ms Carol Carberry: Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen-----

Chairman: I apologise but I have an important piece to read in respect of privilege.

I remind members of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they should 
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not comment on, criticise or make charges against any person outside the House, or an official, 
either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  I would like the witnesses to 
note that they are protected by absolute privilege in respect of the presentation they make in the 
committee today.  This means they have an absolute defence against any defamation action for 
anything they might say at the meeting.  However, they are expected not to abuse this privilege 
and it is my duty as Chairman to ensure this privilege is not abused.  Therefore, if witnesses’ 
statements are potentially defamatory in relation to identifying a person or entity, they will be 
directed to discontinue their remarks.  It is imperative that witnesses comply with such direc-
tion.

With all of the housekeeping rules set aside, I ask Ms Carberry to make her opening state-
ment. 

Ms Carol Carberry: Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen.  The culture and tradition that 
is Irish dancing has been thrown into total disarray by the pandemic.  The financial loss to 
teachers and many others connected with the sector can probably be estimated.  What cannot 
be quantified however are the long-term effects on the well-being of our dancers, who are our 
main concern.  The lack of dance classes prevents the students from experiencing a sense of 
achievement when they learn and perfect a new step or movement and the loss of interaction 
with their friends leaves many of them feeling sad and lonely.  The dancers normally involved 
in top level competitions are in danger of losing their motivation and confidence.  Dancers are 
missing something important in their lives that they love and enjoy.

Dance has often been described as “the joy of movement” and Irish dance is the chosen 
hobby of many young children, teenagers and indeed some adults.  Children need physical ex-
ercise and mental stimulation outside of their academic studies.  Irish dance classes are run in 
a professional manner by highly qualified people and teach not only dance but also discipline 
and good behaviour and encourage self-worth and self-esteem.  Young people are happier when 
they have structure and continuity in their lives. 

As schools have now reopened safely, I am of the opinion that Irish dance classes should be 
permitted under level 3.  I appreciate the many difficult choices facing Government and elected 
representatives but I ask them to give children, whose chosen hobby is Irish dancing, a chance 
to pursue their dreams of winning a world championship or perhaps being part of Riverdance 
or Lord of the Dance.  

I thank members for the opportunity to speak to them today about something I am passion-
ate about, that is in my blood and that I have been involved me for most of my life.

Chairman: I am sure members will have many questions for you but before we get to that 
point I give Dr. Ní Bhriain the opportunity to make her statement.

Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain: A Airí agus a Theachtaí Dhála, ár mbuíochas libh as ucht an deis 
a thabhairt dúinn labhairt libh inniu ar son na múinteoiri in Éirinn atá cláraithe leis an gCoi-
misiún le Rincí Gaelacha.  Irish dance is an art form which demands dedication of mind and 
body.  CLRG has in excess of 2,300 teachers registered worldwide with teachers across all the 
continents and 518 teachers registered on the island of Ireland.

In the current climate, the very future of Irish dance is in a precarious situation.  We want 
to highlight following on from our recent lobbies numerous formal educational benefits of Irish 
dance.  It is an integral part of the physical education curriculum at primary level and is some-
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times taken as a choice subject for the leaving cert applied and for such awards as the Gaisce 
awards.  There is also a Bachelor of Arts in Irish dance at the University of Limerick, as well as 
MA programmes and the possibility to conduct doctoral studies in dance.  Without access to this 
training many senior cycle students are disadvantaged.  Additionally, organisations such as an 
coimisiún provide educational training to future teachers, examiners and adjudicators of Irish 
dance.  This is done through a grade exams system.  

Second, we wish to highlight the various contributions made by the Irish dance industry to 
Irish society, tourism, and the economy more broadly.  For example, a world Oireachtas can 
bring in in the region of €14 million to the host city.  Shows such as Riverdance and Lord of the 
Dance have also greatly increased our cultural capital and the long-term impact of dancers not 
being able to train in Ireland will lead to a considerable loss of cultural ownership, influence 
and impact globally.

Irish dance is vital for children’s physical health and well-being.  It offers them the oppor-
tunity to build transferable and transversal skills that can serve them in so many areas of their 
lives.  In the current climate, children are having to engage on Internet platforms, thus increas-
ing their screen time.  Many inequalities have arisen as a result of this.  By running Irish dance 
classes, we can help to combat to these issues and promote healthy lifestyle choices.

I reiterate that current restrictions are having a seriously damaging impact on the Irish dance 
industry.  We have not been able to hold in-person classes since we entered level 5 and a return 
to level 3 still precludes us from teaching indoors.  We seek guidance from this committee as to 
why dance has been excluded from activities allowed indoors at level 3, particularly when other 
comparable activities have been permitted to continue indoors.

Under the terms of the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage, it is the right of Irish citizens to expect the State to provide for and facilitate 
the preservation, through practice and transmission, of traditional Irish step dance.  In this con-
text, we respectfully request that due consideration be given to the adverse effect of ongoing 
restrictions on our national cultural heritage, particularly our Irish dance form.

Chairman: I thank Ms Ní Bhriain.  I am sure there is a lot of enthusiasm in this room for the 
arguments she has made on behalf of Irish dance.  The same can be said for other dance genres.  
I know of Born 2 Perform, for example, a contemporary jazz and hip-hop dance company that 
operates in a number of counties.  I would make the point that there are other dance genres that 
are in the same precarious position as Irish dance.  This affects parents and children alike.

Deputy  Ciarán Cannon: I thank the witnesses for their excellent opening remarks.  I 
wholeheartedly support the case they make in describing Irish dance as an intrinsic part of our 
culture and a critical part of the educational offering we make to children all over the country.  
I come from east Galway, where Irish dancing is very much an intrinsic part of local communi-
ties.  I partook in Irish dancing at an earlier age, rather unsuccessfully.  My wife was incredibly 
more successful.  We celebrate the cultural achievements of our communities through various 
different channels including music and dance.  The young people who excel in Irish dancing are 
always held up as wonderful representatives of our community, nationally and internationally.

As the current restrictions stand, at level 3 it is not possible to hold what are described as 
indoor gatherings.  The only concession that is made in that context is education, which is criti-
cally important to our young people.  What, if any, engagement have the witnesses had with the 
Departments of Education or Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media on the possi-
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bility of concessions being made to allow dance classes to take place?  What sort of conditions 
have they described that could be put in place to maximise the safety of such classes?  Even 
now, as we embark on the road of returning to level 3 over the next few days, amendments are 
being made to what was originally described as level 3.  Hopefully a significant amount of flex-
ibility will be possible in terms of how we manage level 3 and level 2 going forward.  If we were 
to make the case, which I am open to doing, not only for Irish dance but also for music tuition, 
which is very close to my heart, that opportunities for these activities should be made available 
to young people at level 3, what safety measures could teachers commit to putting in place?  
What sort of engagement, if any, have the dance organisations had with both Departments on 
the prospect of allowing dance classes to resume?

Ms Carol Carberry: We did not engage with the Department.  We have instructed all of 
our teachers to follow the guidelines at all times, whether they are applicable nationwide or in 
particular counties.  When dance classes reopened at the end of the summer, teachers were very 
particular about putting in place the necessary safeguards, including hand sanitising, social 
distancing, cleaning surfaces, wearing masks and so on.  They did all of that very safely for 
a considerable amount of time until they had to close down again in level 3.  That was a little 
bit of a surprise to us, if not a great shock because as far as I am aware, there had not been any 
problems.  There were not lots of cases of Covid-19 associated with dancing.  An Comhdháil 
was very particular about the aforementioned safety measures and I am sure that our friends in 
CLRG were the same.

If we got permission to run classes in small groups, that would be good.  One-on-one class-
es, however, are no good.  An Comhdháil does not allow one-on-one classes because that in-
volves one minor with an adult in a room, which is against our child protection policy.  In that 
circumstance, a parent would have to be present.  Furthermore, it would not be right to ask par-
ents to pay for a private lesson, the fee for which would be exorbitant.  We really need groups, 
in a controlled and responsible manner, for classes.  The class is the thing really.  Children get 
enjoyment from being with other children; being on their own is no fun.

Deputy  Ciarán Cannon: If a concession was to be made to allow for indoor gatherings of 
up to 15, which are allowed outdoors at level 3, would that be acceptable to the dance organi-
sations?  That would be a significant concession at level 3.  Obviously, at level 2, teachers can 
revert to their normal class sizes.  I am wondering if the witnesses would be supportive of that 
as an interim measure?

Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain: Yes, as an interim measure, certainly.  To be recognised as being 
educational, of value and of cultural value would be immense.  The problem is that dance, not 
just Irish dance, seems to have been singled out for particularly harsh treatment.  In level 2, we 
abided by the pod system.  We brought in a pod system and a return-to-class protocol because 
we wanted to play our part.  I wish to make it clear that teachers bought into this.  They rented 
bigger studios, secured more suitable venues with better ventilation, appointed Covid officers, 
drew up response plans, insisted on parental sign-off and so on.  Those strategies have been put 
in place but as the committee will appreciate, circumstances will differ depending on whether 
one is in the community centre in Ballydehob or in the middle of Dublin.  We have had to be 
quite expansive and allow for different circumstances and were willing to do so.

When we moved to level 3, we were forced into school sheds and outdoors for training.  
The guidelines expressly say that dance cannot happen.  We had already cut out group dancing 
ourselves, of our own accord.  That was very difficult for some teachers who do a lot of group 
and céilí work and the social cohesion obviously suffered.  The children so much wanted to 
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dance that we facilitated pods of five or multiple pods of five.  We certainly could make that 
work.  The strategies we have put in place mean we have tracing abilities through the sign-offs.  
We have followed those protocols, in line with our child protection policies which require us to 
appoint a designated liaison person.  We are more than willing to do all of that and believe that 
would be fair.

When it became clear in August that levels 3 and above were going to be a more regular 
feature of our lives, we started to lobby Members of the Oireachtas.  I am sure many committee 
members received multiple letters from me and I do not apologise for that because it is my job 
to represent our teachers.  We have engaged in lobbying and initially we sent letters to every 
Deputy.  We were advised that we should contact the Department of Health.  We also wrote to 
NPHET because that seemed to be where a lot of the directives were originating.  We felt that 
dance was in the remit of this committee and also of education.  We had written to everybody 
but dance belongs with culture.  We feel that culture is not discretionary.  Furthermore, culture 
is education and should be seen thus.

Deputy  Ciarán Cannon: I agree.

Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain: I would really like to emphasise that point.

Some of the guidelines are contradictory.  There are inconsistencies there.  Gymnastics is 
allowed because gymnasts do not perspire, apparently, but dancers do.  That is not fair.  I am 
not against anybody having a shot at elite performance activities indoors.  Good luck to them if 
they can make it work but I think it is unfair.  Either one can do physical and cultural activities 
while indoors or one cannot.

Deputy  Mattie McGrath: I thank the Chair and the committee for allowing our guests to 
come today.  Cuirim fáilte roimh na finnéithe.  I thank them for the letters.  Not only are they 
nimble-footed on the dance floor, but they are also good with the letters.  They were heart-
wrenching.  I read one from a six-year-old on the floor of the Dáil, who said she loves to dance, 
wants to dance and is happy when she dances.  She epitomised the feelings of the daltaí óga 
ar fud na tíre.  The witnesses do a great job.  I am glad that they mentioned the international 
convention that gives us that right, and that they are not one bit envious of other areas but are 
delighted for them.  However, there are clear inconsistencies which they mentioned, and I will 
not mention them again.  I speak for other dance studios.  I visited one in Clonmel on Monday, 
run by Alison Cronin, who teaches modern dance.  It is a fabulous studio.  It is bigger than this 
room.  It is amazing that one could not have six pupils in that.  I must declare that I have a niece, 
Kathy McGrath, who runs the McGrath School of Irish Dance, in case someone pulls me up on 
it afterwards.  She runs a school which has invested significantly in studios.

If dance studios do not reopen under levels 3 and 4, what impact will that have on many of 
the schools and jobs?  I know the witnesses answered the previous Deputy about the efforts that 
they have made already under the levels that we have, with appeals for sanitisation, pods, etc.  
This is important for all children, and not all children are as academically-minded.  We can see 
the value of the dance that the witnesses referred to.  If the children can excel in dancing, it is 
important to them and there must be parity of esteem.

What employment opportunities do the witnesses see in the dance sector, including modern 
dance, and what impact do they think the lockdown is having on pupils with regard to getting 
tuition and reaching their potential, as well as getting employment in the sector?
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Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain: Ar an gcéad dul síos, we have definitely lost dancers, particularly 
some senior cycle students who have not been able to get to class.  They already spend much 
time on Teams and Zoom calls so they do not want to do whatever other activities they may be 
able to do virtually.  People between the ages of 15 and 17 are at a critical age, especially some 
girls who should be getting some sort of activity and are not getting that.  All of our activity 
has been cancelled, such as our anniversary world championships.  We understand that that 
needed to happen, but if pupils have nothing to focus on, with no focus to even get back into a 
class, then they drop off, so there has been a fall in numbers.  While I do not want to denigrate 
hobbies, for people who want to pursue dance, it is more than a hobby.  It is a way of life, a 
vocation and a professional practice.  If one looks at the foot of a ballet dancer or a hard shoe 
dancer, it is physical, punishing and disciplined.  People enjoy it but they are investing much 
into it and are not getting the opportunities to train for it.  We are already seeing teachers with 
greatly reduced numbers since parents will send them to whatever activity is actually happening 
rather than have the whole house fight over the one computer or two iPads to try to get all of 
their children into classes.  Ms Carberry may have more to say on that.  We have implemented 
quite strict return-to-class protocols.  If further recommendations come from this committee, 
we would be more than willing to take those on board, rather than a blanket ban on dancing 
without explanation.

Deputy  Mattie McGrath: Are many young boys dancing?

Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain: We have some very fine dancers but if they can go training with 
their football team but cannot go to their dance class, that is the end of them.  We will have 
future generations of talented dancers who just will not be there.  We are losing them now and 
have not had them since February.

Ms Carol Carberry: A whole generation will lose out if they are out of dancing for 12 
months.  They will never come back and they will have lost great opportunities.  Once they 
are gone, that is it.  They have lost their fitness, motivation and confidence.  When the world 
gets back to whatever normality will be and shows open again, such as Lord of the Dance and 
Riverdance, many of our young adults will get those opportunities to see the world and take our 
culture worldwide.  As well as that, in time, they would like to train as teachers and pass on our 
culture.  In my day, there were none of those shows or opportunities.  It is wonderful that Irish 
culture has now been brought to the world stage but if a whole generation loses out, it is not 
fair.  They are the future.  I have had my chances, such as they were in those times, but we need 
to look after our young people and ensure that they feel that there is something to look for.  It 
is wonderful that they are back in school.  I never thought I would hear a child saying that it is 
great that school is on again, although they were probably sorry after a few weeks.  In the dark 
winter evenings, young people need something that they can look forward to and are involved 
in, that they get satisfaction from, rather than roaming the streets in groups and getting up to 
no good.

Chairman: Ms Carberry is absolutely right.  Covid has brought a new appreciation for the 
simple things in life, such as school.

Deputy  Johnny Mythen: We all know that Irish dancing is in our DNA.  As the witnesses 
said, the first thing that every country in the world will show a person is its national dance, no 
matter where one goes, whether it is Turkey or China, so it is important.  Some of the questions 
that I was going to ask have already been asked, such as about one-to-one classes, which the 
witnesses have already explained.  Under level 3 restrictions, dancing classes cannot even oper-
ate.  There is rumour and speculation that there will possibly be a lockdown in January too, so 



8

JMTACSG

the witnesses are facing much turbulence in their dancing classes.

Do the witnesses have any thoughts on Irish dancing being categorised as a sport, compared 
with ballet which is supposed to be an art?  I understand that it takes ten years to build up a 
dance school.  After Covid-19, what future do the witnesses see?  How do the witnesses think 
Irish dancing should be supported?

Ms Carol Carberry: Dancing should be classified more as an educational tool, whether it 
is cultural education or cultural art.  Dance is not really a sport.  It is not really comparable to 
football or camogie.  Dr. Ní Bhriain touched on the examination structure.  Apart from qualify-
ing for teaching, we have a grade examination structure.  Both an Comhdháil and the LRG have 
that.  Children across the spectrum take part in that annually.  We go from grade 1 onwards, 
which covers a little ceili dancing or figure dancing, a few questions as Gaeilge and a little 
music.  That is educational.  While a child might not win all the trophies or be top of his or her 
class academically, every child will be catered for and there will be a niche for them.  They 
will do their exam and it will give them confidence to speak up.  They will get a great sense of 
achievement, of going into do their dancing, answering the questions of the examiner and get-
ting their certificate.  It may sometimes be a pass, it may be an honour, or it may be first class 
honours.  If they do not do so well in grade 1, then they will come to grade 3 or 4, it gets harder 
as it goes along, with more dances and more questions.  We knew there would be no feiseanna 
because of the numbers, so most of the children were preparing to do those grade exams before 
Christmas when level 3 arrived.  We knew we could not have the céilí section - children could 
not even take hands for a four-hand dance - so we had already changed our curriculum such 
that we would give them more questions about céilí dancing and dancing in general.  We had 
also changed the marking system.  Now, under level 3, we cannot do that.  Children had been 
looking forward to it and to getting their certificates.  It does not greatly lend itself to an online 
setting because there may be one child at home, in the kitchen, while the rest of the family are 
doing whatever else.  The child may be dancing on the tiles, perhaps doing a little bit in the 
kitchen, while someone else is on a carpet in the sitting room.  It is not the way to do an exami-
nation.  It is very important, from the child’s and the teacher’s point of view, that they get to do 
these grade examinations this year because it is the only thing they will have.  We have had all 
our big events cancelled, including our 50th celebration of An Comhdháil this year, naturally, 
because the crowds were not permitted.  We would very much like to be able to do these exams.  
The children go in and do them on a one-to-one basis with the teacher and the examiner, so we 
hope we might be able to find some way of doing the examinations.

Chairman: Dr. Ní Bhriain would probably like to come in on that too.  I am mindful that we 
have ten minutes left and have got through only three members.  I suggest that for the last ten 
minutes we allow the three members remaining to be called to ask their questions within two 
minutes.  The ladies can take notes on the questions.  I want to give Mr. Boylan an opportunity 
to engage with the committee as well.  That will give us six minutes in total.  We will let the 
ladies answer all the questions combined at the end.  Is that okay?  Okay.

Deputy  Christopher O’Sullivan: My contribution will be very brief.  I thank the witnesses 
for coming in and informing us of the challenges they face.  I think they have widespread sup-
port in the committee.  I am sorry Deputy Mattie McGrath has left because I read somewhere 
during the week that he was a champion dancer.  I would love to see footage of that.

Chairman: I am sure Deputy McGrath will show that to Deputy O’Sullivan, no problem at 
all.  He will hardly be shy about it.
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Deputy  Christopher O’Sullivan: It was before the days of iPhones, I imagine, so I bet the 
footage is locked away somewhere.

Getting to the point, I have attended a lot of Comhaltas Ceoltóirí events in the past, 2019 in 
particular.  Some of them were my first ever events, and I was just blown away by these multi-
talented, incredible prodigies who were able to switch from playing a harp to doing an amazing 
exhibition of Irish dance.  It was phenomenal, but the witnesses are very well aware of that.  It 
is quite incredible.  It seems there is an increased interest in this.  I am potentially wrong but I 
know that in recent years there has been a real resurgence in interest in Irish traditional music, 
for example, particularly in Ireland.  The witnesses may have touched on my question already.  
They have lost numbers because of Covid, but pre Covid was interest and participation in Irish 
dance on the increase in Ireland and internationally?  If any of the witnesses could take that 
question, it would be great.

Deputy  Alan Dillon: I thank our witnesses.  Coming from Mayo, we have the luxury of 
calling Padraic Moyles one of our own.  He has done fantastically well on the world stage.  
Dance is part of our heritage and makes this country what it is globally.  We are very fortunate to 
have the likes of the witnesses, who put so much effort and commitment into producing future 
generations.

My question concerns the witnesses’ programmes for 2021.  What are their expectations as 
far as world championships and feiseanna are concerned and as to how we might reopen society 
in level 3 and how that would impact on their programmes into 2021?

Senator  Micheál Carrigy: I apologise for being late.  Most of the questions I had have 
been asked.  I compliment the witnesses on the work they do.  I am not an exponent of Irish 
dance.  My late mother, God rest her, tried to persuade me to become one but I did not.  I love 
watching it, though.  We have a very successful dance school in my local area.  I have a ques-
tion that goes back to something Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan said earlier.  Were there any 
issues with Irish dancing prior to Covid or do the witnesses have any concerns?  I fully support, 
as we move down the levels, the creation of pods for Irish dancing.  We do it with childcare and 
so on and it can be done with Irish dancing.  I know this is something my local dance school, 
the O’Reilly Bransfield School of Dance in Longford, was planning to do prior to the changes 
being made.  I firmly believe it can be done safely.  The last thing any of us wants is something 
that will damage our culture.  As has been said, we have built this up internationally.  Irish dance 
is world-famous now through Riverdance, Lord of the Dance, etc., and that is the level we want 
to keep it at.  Were there any concerns prior to Covid?  I firmly believe we will get back when 
Covid is over and come back strongly.

Chairman: At this point, I will give Mr. Boylan an opportunity to contribute.  He has been 
waiting patiently and listening very attentively.  I am sure he has some suggestions to make 
from hearing the views of members.  I will bring him in at this point if he is willing.

Mr. Peter Boylan: I thank the committee for inviting us and allowing us to put our case 
forward.  As mentioned earlier, we are very open to any suggestion as to what we have to do in 
our classes in order to be able to run them as safely as possible.  When Covid and all the restric-
tions came in and we were on level 2, we had very strict guidelines in our classes and organisa-
tions, with pods of five.  I do not think any school allows any parents near the school building 
because of the potential for the spread of Covid.  There is no carpooling.  They all have to come 
in at the same time but spread out 2 m apart.  We do not even allow queueing to get into a class.  
We have a tracking system we have created, hand hygiene measures and ongoing liaison with 
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our insurance company.  Any time there is a change of level, our insurance company informs 
us immediately that night so no teacher will break the rules and everyone will comply with the 
restrictions in place.  If there is anything else we need to do, we just want to be told and we will 
abide by it.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Boylan.  Without being too hard on the ladies, we have three min-
utes to conclude, so I ask them to take just two minutes each to wrap up in response to the ques-
tions as best they can.

Ms Carol Carberry: I think the numbers were increasing both at home and abroad and 
there were no problems at all.  As for the feiseanna, we live in hope.  Both CLRG and An Comh-
dháil have cancelled our world championships around Easter time.  We are rescheduling, being 
very hopeful and lighting lots of candles that they will materialise again.  If they do not, so be 
it.  We did not have any concerns, but it is hard to tell a child it is fine to go to school, that he 
or she is in no danger, but it is not fine to dance.  There are all the whys.  One cannot just say 
“I said so” or “the Government said so”.  That is not a good idea.  Please God, in the very near 
future we will get back to having dancing and that if President Biden comes next year or the 
year after, we will have top-class dancers to demonstrate for him.

Dr. Orfhlaith Ní Bhriain: Go raibh maith agaibh as na ceisteanna sin.  It is very interesting 
and I very much appreciate members’ valuing of the culture because that has always been one 
of the challenges for us in Irish music and dance.  Sometimes they are not appreciated at home 
whereas they can sometimes be more appreciated on a global stage than at home afterwards.  
We therefore really appreciate the committee’s giving us this audience because it speaks to our 
people that Irish dance and Irish music matter at home, in their own Tithe an Oireachtais.

As for the 2021 programme, our main idea now is to get back to class and get people danc-
ing.  Going back to Deputy Mythen’s question as to whether dance is art or sport, I would like to 
think that the dancers think like artists but they have to train like athletes because dance is very 
physical.  We want our dancers to be thinking dancers.  When somebody is sent to an art class in 
the beginning, he or she might not be Picasso but there is that potential.  It is about feidireachtaí 
and we have to keep those feidireachtaí there as a solo form.  They are trained and they become 
performance.  Nobody was born a Riverdancer.  They became a Riverdancer or a lead in “Lord 
of the Dance” after many years in their local hall, maybe, with somebody nurturing them that 
way.  Our advocacy is for somebody to nurture this current generation of children so we will be 
able to carry forward our Irish dance legacy into the future, something that has shaped part of 
who we are for hundreds of years.  We hope go leanfaidh sé sin ar aghaidh amach anseo freisin..  
Tá sé ceangailte leis an teanga agus leis an mbrí a bheith i m’Éireannach.  For me, coming from 
a family that has been involved in it since 1929, it is part of my blood, part of that whole mani-
festation of Irishness that is very public at home and abroad.

I thank the committee members for listening to us.  We hope they will appreciate that all our 
parents and teachers are out rooting for us.  If they want to see more, they can go home and look 
at David Geaney and the fabulous video they put out yesterday, which got thousands of views.  
That is a cry for help.  That is a plea from every part of Ireland for people who say, “We want 
to dance”.  Whether we are jazz, ballet, sean-nós, Irish, or Comhdháil or any other organisation, 
we want to dance.  Táimid ag iarraidh cothrom na Féinne don rince agus go háirithe don rince 
Gaelach.  Gabhaim buíochas.

Chairman: Mr. Boylan and Dr. Ní Bhriain have made a very strong and convincing case.  
It would be remiss of me not to mention Gavan Quigley, who is a dance teacher.  His students 
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wrote hundreds of letters and some of what was in those letters was very reflective of what the 
witnesses said today.  Mr. Quigley teaches hip-hop, jazz and contemporary dance.  The letters 
say that the performing arts sector does not have a voice, and one letter states: “I appeal to you 
have our voices heard.  These children are our future.  Their well-being and future is in your 
hands”.  It is in our hands, which is exactly what the witnesses are saying here today.  I thank 
them for taking the time to attend and I thank members for their good line of questioning.

  Sitting suspended at 2.42 p.m. and resumed at 2.48 p.m.

Impact of Covid-19 on the Arts Council: Discussion

Chairman: I welcome, from the Arts Council, Professor Kevin Rafter and Ms Maureen 
Kennelly.  The format of the meeting is that I will invite Professor Rafter to make his opening 
statement, which will be followed by questions from members of the committee.

As the witnesses are aware, the committee will publish the opening statements on the web-
site following the meeting.  I would like them to note that they are protected by absolute privi-
lege in respect of the presentation they make in the committee.  This means they have an 
absolute defence against any defamation action for anything they might say at the meeting.  
However, they are expected not to abuse this privilege and it is my duty as Chairman to ensure 
this privilege is not abused.  Therefore, if witnesses’ statements are potentially defamatory in 
relation to identifying a person or entity, they will be directed to discontinue their remarks.  It 
is imperative that witnesses comply with any such direction.

We must finish a little earlier today, at 3.30 p.m., for voting in the convention centre.  I ask 
members to confine themselves to two minutes each to ask questions or make observations after 
the statements, and then to conclude, rather than having back and forth questions.  This is to 
ensure everyone gets ample opportunity.  I ask Professor Rafter to make his opening statement.

Professor Kevin Rafter: I thank the committee members for the invitation to speak today.  I 
met the previous iteration of this committee in June of last year as part of the process leading to 
my appointment as chair of the Arts Council.  Since that date, the council has undergone signifi-
cant change.  My early tasks as chair included overseeing the appointment of three new board 
members as well as the recruitment process for a new director.  I am pleased to be accompanied 
today by Maureen Kennelly, who took up her role as Arts Council director last April.

We are now living in a very changed world.  The Covid crisis has impacted hugely on jobs 
and livelihoods in the arts sector as well as undermining the financial viability of many arts 
organisations.  With the first lockdown last March, months and, in some cases, years of plan-
ning for events simply ended overnight.  Arts and entertainment remains one of the sectors most 
affected by the Covid-19 restrictions.  A recently commissioned report for the Arts Council by 
EY shows that in 2020, the decline in economic activity in the arts sector will be approximately 
55% compared with 11% for the economy as a whole.  Latest CSO data shows a 67% decline 
in economic activity in the sector.  That is the scale of the challenge.

Against this huge challenge for the sector, artists have responded to lift all our spirits.  The 
public response to, and engagement with, the work of artists online have been overwhelmingly 
positive.  The value of the arts has never been more evident to each of us as citizens and as hu-
man beings.
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At the outset of this crisis, the Arts Council fast-tracked payment to over 450 organisations 
and asked them to prioritise payments to artists with whom they had hoped to work.  With free-
lance artists also in mind, the council also focused on getting bursary decisions made quickly 
and funds distributed across all art forms.  Despite repurposing current and future spending 
plans, the council, at that time with a budget for 2020 of €80 million, simply did not have the 
firepower to offer a medium-term response to the crisis.

Like other organisations, including the National Campaign for the Arts, the Arts Council 
worked to ensure the arts was elevated in public policy considerations and in the allocation of 
public expenditure.  There was extensive engagement with the political and governmental sys-
tem to make the case for additional funding.  Following discussions with the previous Govern-
ment, and then Minister and current Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, the council received 
an additional €20 million in July.  With the support of the current Government, and the new 
Minister for Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Deputy Catherine Martin, a 
further €5 million was received in the summer months, bringing the council’s 2020 budget to 
€105 million.

The budget day decision to increase the Arts Council’s budget for 2021 to €130 million 
was a welcome and historic decision.  I said on budget day that money does not solve every 
problem, but this was an important endorsement of the value of artists and the challenges they 
face.  Certainly, having €130 million as a baseline minimum budget beyond 2021 will be hugely 
significant for the sector.

As chair of the Arts Council, I am working on the assumption that the Covid-19 crisis will 
continue through 2021.  Restrictions will continue to impact on creative practice and public 
engagement with the arts.  Two points illustrate the demands the council is facing.  To the end 
of August last, the Arts Council had received requests for €152 million in financial support from 
individual artists and arts organisations.  That figure will hit €200 million by the end of the year.  
There has also been a 56% increase in funding applications so far this year.

The Arts Council has provided emergency stabilisation funding for key organisations.  These 
organisations are household names.  They are essential for local communities to engage with 
the arts and for artists to show and display their work.  They include the Belltable in Limerick, 
the Everyman in Cork and the Pavilion in Dún Laoghaire.  This emergency stabilisation fund-
ing from the Arts Council will prevent closure by the end of 2020 but with ongoing Covid-19 
restrictions, these organisations will still face significant challenges in 2021.

In dealing with the crisis, the Arts Council has also given priority to increasing the number 
of bursaries to individual artists.  Bursaries are an excellent way to allow artists the time and 
space to create work.  Demand has always outstripped the available resources.  At this time of 
crisis, a bursary is a vital policy response to support livelihoods.  Ms Kennelly and I can provide 
more specific detail to the committee but by the end of the year, the Arts Council will have pro-
vided direct funding to 1,200 individual artists who otherwise would have been without work; 
funding to 750 different organisations right across the country supporting festivals, venues, pro-
duction companies and resource organisations, which has a significant impact on 2,000 directly 
employed staff and a further 20,000 artists; and made 1,100 awards  to artists and arts workers 
to fund their professional development.  In the past month alone, over €16 million in funding 
has been allocated across the sector and over the next few weeks, a further €7 million in project 
awards will be distributed.

I assure the committee that the Arts Council remains committed to its current strategic plan, 
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Making Great Art Work, and the two key policy documents in respect of paying the artist and 
equality, human rights and diversity.  The staff of the council, who have worked tremendously 
hard since the onset of the crisis, and the board are committed to the two main objectives to 
the current strategic plan, namely, the role of the artist and public engagement with the arts.  
We will be able to provide the committee and the members with more detail on plans for 2021, 
which will continue to be a tough time for the arts sector, notwithstanding the increase funding 
from the State.

I indicated that I was appointed chair of the Arts Council in June of last year.  In the months 
that followed, I had the privilege of experiencing all that is good about the different art forms 
in various venues across the country.  Returning audience engagement and protecting the liveli-
hoods of artists and arts workers are the challenges for the Arts Council for next year.  In that re-
gard, I ask those in government who are tasked with examining and making determinations on 
the Covid-19 restrictions to reopen the doors of galleries and arts centres.  These are well-run, 
safe spaces with an ability to professionally manage numbers.  Having attended indoor perfor-
mances at the Kilkenny Arts Festival in August and the Dublin Theatre Festival in September, 
which operated under strict safety procedures, I have the same ask for theatres.  Please open 
their doors and keep them open.  In moving from level 5 restrictions, the value and importance 
of in-person engagement in the arts across the country must be recognised and acknowledged.  
It is hugely important.

Chairman: I thank Professor Rafter.  I invite Ms Kennelly to make her opening statement.

Ms Maureen Kennelly: I did not prepare a statement.

Chairman: That is fine.

Ms Maureen Kennelly: I echo Professor Rafter’s comments about the resilience of the arts 
sector and how it has behaved in such an incredibly professional way throughout the pandemic.  
We have seen that it has been extraordinarily generous and graceful in its response, has turned 
to the public and found new ways to reach the public in the past eight or nine months.

Our immediate priority was to reassure organisations that their funding would be secure for 
the year and to make that available to freelance artists.  We have a policy known as “pay the 
artist” and we really wanted to make sure that freelance artists were looked after at this time.  
Their need is the greatest one we have ascertained as the year has gone on.

As we move into 2021, our priority is to ensure the core infrastructure is protected and we 
protect and sustain the many organisations we support throughout the country, for example, the 
Baltimore Fiddle Fair, the Ramor Theatre in County Cavan, the Wexford Literature Festival and 
the Wexford Opera Festival, in order that they come out of this crisis in a healthy state and ready 
to deliver to their full potential to the public.  We have seen how much the public have missed 
the arts during the crisis.  The Joni Mitchell refrain, “That you don’t know what you’ve got ‘til 
it’s gone”, never rang more true.  The response has illustrated for the whole country that we are 
incredibly proud of the arts.

We are grateful for and delighted with the extra funding.  It will allow us to protect the core 
infrastructure through next year and realise a fully vibrant healthy sector as we move into the 
back end of 2021.

Senator  Malcolm Byrne: I welcome Professor Rafter and Ms Kennelly.  Talking about the 
resilience of artists is important.
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I welcome the ESRI report yesterday on cultural activities for teenagers.  Perhaps the com-
mittee could have a separate meeting to discuss that important report on engaging teenagers and 
young people.

I will put a couple of direct questions.  The Government commitment was clearly shown 
through the additional €50 million that will be provided next year.  One of our key concerns is 
that this funding gets into the hands of artists, artistic communities and venues.  Does the Arts 
Council have the capacity to ensure that happens and can the witnesses give us an assurance in 
that regard?

The role of the arts in rebuilding our communities will be very important.  Professor Rafter 
mentioned the important role the arts have played in helping us through this period.  As we 
emerge from Covid, the ability to socialise again will be a challenge.  I want him to talk about 
that, particularly capacity-building in community arts organisations.  The community and vol-
untary sectors in the arts have also been hit in a particularly big way.  I endorse the call with 
regard to galleries, theatres and arts centres being reopened.  We could go into the National 
Gallery next door and we are more on top of people in a supermarket than we would be there.  
The space is there and it serves an important cultural function.

I have raised with the Department the ability of international performers and artists to travel 
and be treated in the same way as elite sports people so they would be allowed to travel for re-
citals or performances.  The Department seems to be very reluctant to grant them this particular 
status.  It is an issue of concern for a number of the major festivals.

Deputy  Christopher O’Sullivan: Every member has echoed the comments made on the 
importance of the arts and the challenges they face during this pandemic and the resilience they 
have shown.  My question is similar to that of Senator Byrne with regard to how the increased 
arts funding budgeted for next year will be administered and how it will filter down to the artists 
and the people who could benefit most from it.  I assume up and coming musicians can apply 
for the bursary.  I am from west Cork where we have a thriving organic music industry and the 
only arts funding many local musicians have been successful in getting is from the local author-
ity arts department and the bursary there.  Very few were successful with regard to Arts Council 
funding.  I ask the witnesses to elaborate on the avenues available to them.

With regard to Arts Council funding applications in general, it is common to hear quite of-
ten from artists that it is quite arduous and there is a lot of paperwork, red tape and accounting 
involved.  They say they need to be more than just artists to apply for it and that they need to 
be solicitors, lawyers and accountants as well.  I totally empathise with this because they need 
to spend as much time as possible being creative and these lengthy application forms eat into 
that time.  I am sure this is something the witnesses have been made aware of.  Fast-tracking of 
funding to 400 artists was mentioned.  That is fine when the applications are in but is there any 
way we could streamline and fast-track the application process for this vital funding for the arts 
community throughout Ireland?

Deputy  Ciarán Cannon: I thank the witnesses for joining us and for the extraordinary 
work they have done in the past in nurturing the development of arts in Ireland, particularly the 
work they are doing now to support the community, which, as Mr. Rafter has pointed out, has 
found itself in probably the most challenging place ever in terms of being able to survive and 
thrive and, hopefully, come out the other end intact and ready to enthrall us with their work 
again.
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I echo the words of Deputy O’Sullivan on the experience of local artists.  I am fortunate in 
that I own a small theatre in east Galway and I am the co-founder of our local Carrabane Arts 
Festival, where, with Arts Council support and the support of others, we are able to allow peo-
ple in a small community to experience what I argue is some of the best art in terms of theatre 
and music that Ireland has to offer.  There is something special happening in rural communities 
throughout the country now in engendering artistic endeavour at local level and showcasing 
the best of what we have to offer as a country to local people.  I refer to what is happening in 
Clifden and the Shorelines Arts Festival in Portumna and there are many other examples.

My sense is that if we were to focus on nurturing this over the coming five to ten years, 
we could create an ecosystem of artistic endeavour at local level that we have not seen in this 
country previously.  I want to get the opinions of the witnesses on how exactly we can do this.  
I would argue it is through our network of local authority arts officers.  They are charged with 
nurturing and developing artistic endeavour at local authority level and I hear they are con-
stantly strapped for resources in Galway and throughout the country.  Should this be considered 
to rebalance investment in our arts?

With regard to what is happening now and the supports the Arts Council is offering to the 
artistic community, I echo Deputy O’Sullivan.  I hear that the application process is especially 
convoluted and particularly challenging for people whose expertise is in producing wonderful 
art and not in legalese or accounting practice.  Perhaps one example I suggest we might look 
to is that of the sports capital grant.  The Department has succeeded over the past four to five 
years of simplifying the application process for sports capital grants throughout the country.  It 
is all done online.  It is much more straightforward now than it was when it began.  There is a 
lot to be learned from that process and this experience.  Well done to the Arts Council on doing 
something really valuable and special.

Deputy  Johnny Mythen: I thank the witnesses for all the work they have done because 
it is very important that we look after our artists.  Has the Arts Council examined how other 
countries operate?  Museums, galleries and theatres are open in Denmark.  They test the actors 
before and after performances.  Can we look into this?  I am concerned that the witnesses have 
said they did not have the firepower when the Arts Council had €80 million to handle.  Now it 
has almost double that at €130 million, how will it handle it?

The council funds the First Music Contact organisation, which is responsible for the music 
industry stimulus package.  How does it work?  How does it administer the money and how 
does it trickle down to the artists?

Senator  Micheál Carrigy: The witnesses are very welcome and I compliment them on all 
the work they do.  I come from Longford and I am a supporter of Backstage Theatre with Mona 
Considine and all the crew.  There is also the fantastic St. Mel’s Musical Society and Evolution 
Stage School.  They provide fantastic performances and sell out every event they do.  My first 
question is on guarantees that they will be supported so they will be there after Covid.  I fully 
agree with opening theatres and it is something about which I have spoken to Ms Considine.  It 
can be done quite safely by marking out the seats for social distancing.  I am fully in favour of 
doing this.

Significant extra funding has been put in place and Mr. Rafter mentioned that €200 million 
would be needed.  Is there sufficient funding to support everyone in the arts sector?  I have spo-
ken to some people, in particular a gentleman I know who is in the rigging and lighting end of 
things, and they were not getting full support.  Has everyone been covered with supports from 
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the Department of Social Protection?  I say well done to the witnesses and I look forward to 
continuing to support the arts in the years ahead.

Chairman: When Covid-19 first hit, the arts were left flummoxed as to what to do.  Per-
forming professional artists depend so much on live events, bums on seats and audience partici-
pation, whatever it might be.  For that to suddenly disappear overnight was absolutely devastat-
ing.  There has been a massive emphasis on online and virtual events and that is wonderful but 
I never want us to lose sight of real events and live events because they are completely different 
experiences.  I am not equating the value of them but they are a different experience and we 
need to do everything we can to get back to them.

That leads me to my next point.  I worked in the Garage Theatre for a number of years be-
fore I came to Leinster House.  The Garage Theatre, the Ramor Theatre and other such places 
are beautiful, magnificent buildings.  They are state-of-the-art.  I am concerned about what the 
future holds for them.  I am aware that the Arts Council will be doing everything to help them 
to open their doors and turn the lights on again.  As for providing the guidelines on living with 
Covid, I am aware there are bright lights in that there is hope regarding a vaccine but we do not 
know how quickly it will arrive.  We need to get people back into our theatres and get artists 
back on the stage as quickly as possible.  The crews and backstage people who make shows 
happen also need to get back to work as quickly as possible.  While virtual and online offerings 
are wonderful, and while they have got us over the hump of venues being closed, the artists and 
I would prefer real, live events.  We must do all we can to make sure that we get back to these.

The first session today involved the Irish dancing organisations.  I would like to hear the 
delegates’ views on their sector.  I was involved in arts and performing arts education in respect 
of different dance genres, including ballet and hip-hop, and also in speech and drama classes 
and art classes.  I have always believed children who are not into sports can usually tap into the 
arts.  All the arts classes have been wiped off the scene.  A very good case was made in the first 
session today for bringing all the classes back in some form at level 3.  I would like to hear the 
delegates’ views on the importance of arts education.  The practitioners and professionals have 
no jobs.  The dance, arts, and speech and drama teachers should have an opportunity to get back 
to work.

I compliment the Arts Council on reacting and responding very quickly and openly to art-
ists who found themselves in awful circumstances.  I compliment the arts officers in local au-
thorities throughout the country.  Could the delegates comment on what additional resources, 
both financial and human, have been given to these officers?  Is the council planning to give 
resources in this regard?  How is it helping?  The officers are on the ground dealing not only 
with professional arts practice but also with local and amateur arts practice.

Senator  Fintan Warfield: I am catching up on Mr. Rafter’s opening statement.  I was in 
the Seanad dealing with the Planning and Development Bill so I apologise for coming in late.  
I commend Ms Kennelly on taking up the role early.  That was an important and welcome step 
at the time.

I have a question regarding yesterday’s announcement by First Music Contact.  The Arts 
Council obviously funds First Music Contact.  When the Minister was here, I asked her whether 
there is a template for the live entertainment moneys that will be invested in the sector.  There 
was not really a template, as I could see it.  I wondered whether the money should be distributed 
by the Arts Council instead for popular music.  Is that part of the plan for future funding?
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Many have been knocking on the door for many years asking for Arts Council support.  I 
have spoken to many who have received support for the first time this year.  The council is very 
often criticised for how it spends money but many of the problems can be traced to the lack of 
money.  The extra money gets to people and it is proving to be welcome and much needed by 
many artists across the State.

Chairman: There was an array of comments, questions and observations.  Who would like 
to respond?

Professor Kevin Rafter: I will deal with some of the macro and board-type questions and 
Ms Kennelly will then chip in.  We will work together.

As I said at the outset, the Arts Council has gone through a lot of change in a very short 
space of time.  It has a new chairman.  I have been in my position for only 17 months, and Ms 
Kennelly has been in hers only since April.  Then Covid hit.  We have seen a significant increase 
in funding.  Thanks is due to all the political parties in the Oireachtas in that regard.  In the space 
of 12 months, the budget has increased by 77%, notwithstanding that this is in the context of 
the Covid crisis.  The increase has led to a significant increase in the ability of the Arts Council 
to deal with the sector to support artists.  The board, in conjunction with the new director, is 
investigating organisational capacity.  We have had a number of additional meetings in recent 
weeks in this regard.  I assure members that the work is in train.  It is the focus of the director, 
my focus as chairman and the focus of my board colleagues.

All the members have thanked us but thanks is also due to the staff of the arts Council, who 
have worked really hard since March to get money out to the sector.  I was asked about money 
getting down to the ground.  It has.  It has got to the organisations.  We were asked to make 
sure it gets to artists.  That has been a priority, and that is the reason we have put a lot of the 
additional money into bursaries.  It gives the artist the ability to have the headspace to work.  
That has been a priority, and it will continue to be one into 2021.  The council is formulating 
budget plans for 2021 and determining where the money is to be spent.  Some will be spent on 
increasing the capacity of existing schemes and there will be some new schemes.  The director 
and her staff are in discussions with the sector.  There has been ongoing communication across 
the art forms.

With regard to audience engagement, reopening is important.  I hope we will have good 
news but there is no reason why galleries and art centres across the country should not be open.  
I was at the Kilkenny Arts Festival in August.  Social distancing was adhered to at the perfor-
mances and there were limited numbers.  The organisers did a tremendous, safe job.  The arts 
sector can deliver in this regard and it has shown that it can live with Covid and keep the doors 
open.  We are minded to believe that, irrespective of levels, the sector should be trusted to open 
the venues for the public.

Deputy Cannon mentioned the Clifden Arts Festival.  It is one of the first events I attended 
as chairman of the Arts Council.  Regional spread is important to the council.

Regarding collaboration with local authorities, the authorities put about €30 million plus 
into the arts.  It is important that they continue with this expenditure in 2021 and that it works 
alongside the increased expenditure by the Arts Council.  There is a good, positive relationship 
between the council and the local authorities.  We co-fund arts centres, bursaries, and residen-
cies.  That relationship is exceedingly important.  It helps to get money into the hands of artists.
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I realise other issues were raised but perhaps Ms Kennelly could contribute before I con-
tribute again.

Ms Maureen Kennelly: The range of the members’ questions reassures me greatly that 
the plans we have in place are absolutely hitting the buttons.  I was nodding vigorously at ev-
erything the members were saying.  There are many plans in train that will take on board their 
concerns.

Two members mentioned youth education and the ESRI report.  The effect of the pandemic 
on young people, including children, is enormous.  It is fantastic that formal schooling can 
continue but, as the Chairman said, there is genuine worry over the extracurricular activities.  
We have seen the massive, positive effect they have had on children’s lives, both through cog-
nitive development and the sense of satisfaction and well-being in life.  We are anxious that 
extracurricular activities be allowed to restart as soon as possible, along with more structured 
arts events.

We talked about international travel.  I agree that the hampering of international travel, both 
inwards and outwards, is a factor.  Since we have a small market here, the international market-
place is important to artists.  I welcome the suggestion that artists should be treated in the same 
way as elite sportspeople.

With regard to the difficulty with the application process, we have heard about this before, 
as the members have all acknowledged.  It is a matter that we are very much taking on board.  
We will be launching a new IT system.  There is a major transformation project ongoing in the 
council that will certainly make things easier and more flexible.  In tandem with that, our very 
dedicated and highly motivated staff have delivered far more webinars this year for the various 
constituencies, including the dance, music and theatre sectors.  Paradoxically, Zoom makes all 
this much easier.  One can invite hundreds of artists, arts administrators and arts workers to 
events like this.  We will be doing more of those really essential, hand-holding exercises.  Ad-
ditionally, we are looking to appoint a number of access officers, although they may not end up 
being called that.  They will be located throughout the country and will be dedicated to helping 
people with the application forms.  We will streamline and simplify them, but we will put in 
place extra resources, saying to people that we hear them, that these are too difficult and that we 
want to make those key resources available.

Deputy Cannon talked about Clifden.  I want to highlight that Tuam has been a creative 
place all this year and has done astounding work.  We are in wholehearted agreement with 
the Deputy about the absolute impact that communities on the ground can have.  We will be 
nominating more creative places over the next few years because, as we have seen, the impact 
in Tuam has been terrific, with people taking over the town hall.  It has been a really positive 
result for us.  

We have seen that the way we all live is going to change dramatically in the coming years.  
More people will live closer to their homeplaces and live away from cities.  I am from a small 
village in north Kerry and I have lived all over Ireland.  That is a subject so close to my heart 
and that of the rest of the team at the Arts Council.  We are looking at the whole country as a 
sort of civic forcefield whereby there will be fantastic pockets of activity.  We are coming down 
with thousands of gifted artists and we have a necklace of art centres where we can stitch the 
Backstage, the Garage, the Ramor Theatre into their communities of artists.  We are going to do 
powerful work in years to come.
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On the specific topic of First Music Contact, it is one of our key strategic funded organisa-
tions.  It brought together an independent panel to disburse those funds.  That panel consisted 
of a very wide range of expert people and we were consulted on the make-up of that panel.  It 
was able to disburse those funds very quickly, to a very wide range of artists, including those 
who would never have seen those funds as being available to them.  Similarly, the live music 
stimulus has been delivered separately by the Department.  We are in close contact with the 
Department all the time about them because everything has changed so much and there are new 
ventures.  We have full confidence in and applaud First Music Contact on the Trojan work it did 
in disbursing those funds.

We had a Covid award earlier this year, which we introduced very quickly upon the onset 
of Covid-19.  A total of 67% of applicants to that fund were entirely new, many from the music 
industry.  That is what one finds.  The pandemic hit just as St. Patrick’s Day was about to fall.  
Everybody from the Altans of this world to Jack Lukeman are all now in desperate need of 
funding, because their source of income has been obliterated.  

It is a new vista for us because there are people who would never have seen us as a viable 
source of funding.  We will be looking at the ways we work in terms of how we can allocate for 
these people in this new dawn.

Chairman: That brings us to a natural conclusion.  I thank both witnesses for being here 
today and giving such insightful insight into their work.  I hope they know their work is very 
much valued by the members of this committee and beyond throughout this very difficult time 
for our artists who have kept us all going and kept our spirits lifted.  Go raibh míle maith agaibh 
to both witnesses for attending today.

Before we adjourn, I remind members and witnesses to vacate the room immediately in or-
der to allow for the sanitisation of the room and the set up of the next meeting.  The meeting is 
adjourned until 1 p.m. on Wednesday, 2 December 2020 for a private Teams meeting, followed 
by the joint committee meeting in public session at 2 p.m., where representatives from Fáilte 
Ireland and Tourism Ireland will discuss challenges facing the tourism sector arising from the 
impact of Covid-19.

The joint committee adjourned at 3.24 p.m. until 1 p.m. on Wednesday, 2 December 2020.


