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Aviation Sector: Discussion

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Joe Carey): Apologies have been received from Deputy Ki-
eran O’Donnell.  We will discuss issues affecting the aviation sector in Ireland.  I welcome the 
Minister for Transport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, the Minister of State at the Department of Trans-
port, Deputy Hildegarde Naughton, and officials from the Department.

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 
official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  I call the Minister 
to make his opening statement.

Minister for Transport  (Deputy  Eamon Ryan): I welcome the opportunity to come be-
fore the committee in light of the impacts of the pandemic on aviation to address developments 
in the future direction of international travel policy.

Despite the decimation of the aviation industry through this pandemic, essential air connec-
tivity has been maintained.  The industry and the people who work within aviation have stepped 
up to meet the challenge of providing air transport services in a way that protects workers and 
passengers.  The preference is for aviation to continue to provide air travel services as they act 
responsibly in mitigating and managing the risks from Covid-19.

Highlighting the impact of the pandemic, Central Statistics Office, CSO, data between 2019 
and the second quarter of 2020 show that 10.3 million fewer passengers used Irish airports and 
there were 67,000 fewer fights.  The risks to aviation are evident.  The damage to route con-
nectivity and to the structural integrity of the industry will determine the future capability of 
aviation to return to normal when the time is right and has wider implications for the future 
potential of our economy and citizens.

At the start of this pandemic, the Government was criticised for having no plan for aviation 
or for international travel.  An aviation recovery task force was established to develop that plan.  
Some recommendations have been delivered, for example, the protocol of safe air travel, and 
further work is ongoing to deliver other recommendations.

We have a direction now within the national plan for living with Covid-19 and the European 
Union proposal for a traffic light model for international travel.  Ireland has updated the green 
list, a first step to realigning with the proposed EU approach.  Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade travel advice correspondingly advises normal precautions concerning these coun-
tries.  In line with the EU proposal, changes to the green list will be better communicated to 
the travelling public.  Ireland’s national plan for living with Covid-19 makes a commitment to 
broadly support the European Commission proposal to promote a common approach to travel 
restrictions and movement that is consistent with public health requirements, aware of public 
resources and capacity and takes into account any special arrangements that may be required for 
the common travel area.  My Department is continuing to work with colleagues across govern-
ment and public health authorities on the application of the model for Ireland.

From my perspective as Minister, aviation is a global industry that requires states to collabo-
rate and co-operate on matters of international travel.  Every effort should be made to ensure 
restrictions on free movement, where necessary, have due regard to the benefit for public health 
and are based upon reasonable grounds and evidence.  However, while I emphasise that free 
movement is an important principle, it is clear that if the epidemiological situation deteriorates 
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significantly, the prospect of another full-blown lockdown is not inconceivable and must be 
avoided.

Airport testing, if established, would be one element in a multi-layered approach to preven-
tion of the spread of Covid-19.  It would complement the existing Covid-19 mitigating mea-
sures.  Current air passenger travel protocols include physical distancing, face coverings and 
sanitation protocols.  There is provision for a passenger health declaration concerning symp-
toms and close contacts as well as a passenger locator form for providing follow-up targeted 
information to arriving passengers.  The proposed European Commission approach sets out a 
preference for testing over restrictions.  However, there are varying views across member states 
concerning restrictions and testing options.  The international travel approach to be adopted 
should be a risk management approach, balancing the risks to public health with the broader 
social and economic risks.

I will finish with some remarks concerning the ongoing review of aviation supports.  As a 
result of the impact of this pandemic on aviation, there will continue to be a risk of reduced 
capacity, less route choice and lower demand in the months ahead with or without intervention 
by the State or at EU level.  This will be reflected in the autumn and winter schedules of the 
airlines.  My Department is continuing to explore the options for aviation supports and is work-
ing through these with colleagues in government.  This is unfortunately a matter of hard choices 
about the priorities of keeping schools open, keeping hospital beds free for those who need 
them, keeping economies alive and protecting jobs.  I will ensure that the support mechanisms 
for the aviation sector will continue to be reviewed in context of the Government’s plans.  I will 
continue to work towards the commitment made in the aviation recovery task force report so 
that aviation is well positioned for recovery and can return to previous levels of success.

Minister of State at the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport  (Deputy  Hilde-
garde Naughton): I thank committee members for inviting us.  I am delighted to appear before 
the committee to speak about the proposed EU traffic light model for international travel, airport 
testing and aviation supports and to answer any questions committee members may have.  The 
Minister has highlighted the vital role that our aviation industry has played, and will continue 
to play, throughout this pandemic and beyond.  I thank everyone involved for their hard work.  
The Government is committed to assisting the aviation sector in any way it can to ensure it can 
return to normal operations as soon as possible and maintain our global connectivity.

I refer to the range of Government supports that have been made available to the aviation 
industry.  These include the horizontal Government supports available to all citizens and busi-
nesses, including grants, low-cost loans, the waiver of commercial rates and deferred tax li-
abilities.  Many who are employed in the sector have been able to avail of the Covid-19 wage 
subsidy schemes and, where necessary, the Covid-19 unemployment payment.  Larger aviation 
companies may qualify for liquidity support under the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund, ISIF, 
pandemic stabilisation and recovery fund.

Legislation has been introduced to allow for a State guarantee for refund credit notes to 
consumers of Irish licensed travel agents and tour operators for cancelled bookings, ensuring 
the monetary value is secured until such time as it is used in the future.  These supports not-
withstanding, it is acknowledged that our airlines and aviation stakeholders have had to make 
difficult decisions to best ensure their long-term commercial viability.  Departmental officials 
and I continue to engage with industry representatives concerning their needs and supports over 
the coming weeks and months of this pandemic.
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I now turn to the proposed European approach for Covid-19 restrictions and international 
travel.  This proposal has a number of elements.  It involves harmonised data and country cod-
ing under a traffic light model based on available epidata, which will be mapped by the Europe-
an Centre of Disease Control, ECDC.  This is an aspect of the proposal on which member states 
can easily agree.  Other aspects of the proposal are more challenging, particularly discussions 
on testing and quarantine restrictions, which fall to the public health authorities’ competence 
and responsibility in each member state.

The aviation industry has stated that in order for the proposed traffic light model to be vi-
able, testing has to be part of the solution as an alternative to 14-day isolation, and measures 
should only be contemplated for higher-risk locations.  It has been made clear by industry that 
the achievement of this proposed model will determine future decisions made by industry.  The 
European proposal is the subject of intense discussion but it is expected to progress to a deci-
sion at the General Affairs Council on 13 October.  In the meantime, member states are endeav-
ouring to find a compromise in the challenging areas of testing and restriction regimes.

With regard to airport testing, members will be aware that a number of European countries 
are currently offering the option of testing of arriving passengers either at predeparture or on 
arrival, usually polymerase chain reaction testing, PCR, as an alternative to restrictions.  The 
DAA recently presented its research into options for Covid-19 testing at its facilities at Dublin 
and Cork to me.  Such a proposed testing service could also be extended to other locations.

The preference for airport testing involves testing that is quick, cheap, available, and meets 
the public health threshold for accuracy, specificity and sensitivity.  The aviation industry is 
proposing antigen as a preferred option for travel testing.  This is understandable given the 
relatively cheaper price and quicker turnaround time.  Antigen-based testing, however, is not 
considered by the World Health Organization, WHO, to be suitable for an international travel 
testing context.  The DAA has carried out research into other types of testing but their applica-
tion is not yet fully validated.

It is clear from my discussions with industry that consideration of testing and the traffic light 
system will determine the future direction of international travel.  My Department will continue 
to lend support to the aviation sector through this difficult period by working steadfastly with 
stakeholders on these important issues.  I am happy to answer any further questions members 
may have.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Joe Carey): I thank the Minister of State.

Deputy  Cathal Crowe: I welcome the Minister and the Minister of State.  I want to hone in 
on the passenger figures in and out of Dublin, Cork, Shannon and Knock airports.  During quar-
ter 2 of this year 155,000 people flew in and out of Dublin, 62 people flew through Shannon, 
803 through Kerry and 7,800 through Cork.  Covid aside, this dramatic imbalance is not being 
addressed appropriately.  Shannon Airport’s market share in that period was 0.07%.  There also 
is a need for some policy review in this regard.  It is not all just about rapid testing and getting 
passengers in safely and out the other end safely.  We need something.  Shannon Airport is on 
its knees.  Its very solvency will be in question if action is not taken in that regard.  I would 
like to hear the Minister’s response to those figures showing the dramatic loss of share for the 
airport.  How does the Government propose, in policy terms, to address that?  In advance of the 
General Affairs Council on 13 October, what measures are being put in place to deal with the 
new measures we will, hopefully, move to?
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Deputy Eamon Ryan: We are all concerned about the situation in every one of our airports.  
The figures are dramatically down across the board.  The latest figures I have are for 4 October 
with 12,773 passengers arriving in Dublin, 1,076 in Cork, and 1,067 in Shannon.  It varies day 
to day, but across the board we are looking at an average 90% fall in traffic across all routes in 
all airports.  This is having dramatic consequences for airports, airlines and people working in 
the industry.  That is a real problem for this country and the Government.  We have to retain our 
connectivity as an island, as we depend on it.  We seek to do that across the board on all routes 
in all airports, but particularly in Cork and Shannon airports, as the Deputy said, because of the 
regional importance of development.

The only way we can manage this is getting the balance right between protecting public 
health and maintaining connectivity.  The best way of supporting the airports and our aviation 
industry is to make sure it is safe and that people are confident the approach we are taking is 
working to help us to manage the virus as well as manage our aviation industry.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Joe Carey): I thank the Minister.  We are tight for time so I 
will call Senator Dooley.

Senator  Timmy Dooley: I welcome the presentation.  The reality is Shannon Airport was 
under pressure prior to the emergence of the Covid pandemic, but now its survival is in ques-
tion.  Unless we can get an appreciable level of activity back at the airport, with a level of move-
ment of passengers throughout European countries, then its future will be in great jeopardy.  Of 
course it will be difficult for the forthcoming period but we need the Government to sign up to 
that.  I am sure this is what we will also hear from the airline and airport representatives in our 
later session.

I believe that notwithstanding agreement at EU level to generate passenger movement, the 
Minister will be well aware it is not going to be viable for airports such as Shannon to retain the 
services they have.  Airlines will need significant support to keep key routes open.  There are 
many important routes but for Shannon Airport the key routes are Heathrow and the UK gener-
ally, and the east coast of the US, principally New York and Boston.  Can the Minister give us 
some indication that the Government will look favourably at providing route support to those 
strategic routes for tourism and business to the region?

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: Our intention has to be giving competence on all routes and giving 
supports across the industry, as we have done in many different industries, to get it through this 
difficult time and, critically, to get confidence back in the ability to travel and the ability to strike 
the balance between safe travel and protecting public health.

One of the most difficult times of this summer for the likes of Shannon Airport was in early 
July when there was huge public anger about the risk of passengers coming into the airport from 
the US being a source of the flaring again of the disease.  I do not believe that was a fair as-
sessment of the risk from that sector.  Perhaps there is not a fair assessment of the risk of flying 
itself.  I understand that the protocols in airports and on aeroplanes create an environment that 
makes it safe.  That element has been managed.  We need the further element around the rules 
and regulations regarding when one can travel or whether one should travel.  One difficulty we 
have had through the summer and into the early autumn was that on the one hand, we had an 
interest in trying to maintain connectivity and on the other, the public health message was not 
to fly or leave the country.  We need to get over that obstacle and problem first and foremost.  
The European Commission approach can help us do that.  It has to be reciprocal not just with 
European Union countries but with other countries such as the UK, the US and other destina-
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tions outside of the European Union.  This has to be a standardised system which allows us to 
have some sort of confidence as to the approach that is being taken.  It also must survive the 
flaring up and falling and rising of this virus, which has been part of the problem we have had 
in the last three months.  Where we thought we had a green list in place, suddenly we find that 
the numbers have changed and two weeks later, it does not apply.  We went with the European 
green list on 8 September and now, barely three to four weeks later, there is not a single country 
or possibly just one remaining on that list.  That has been the difficulty.

What we need now to support the industry in Shannon and elsewhere is some sort of certain-
ty, as best we can, whereby in the six-month period ahead of us, the protocols and the approach 
to making aviation safe stay the same.  To be perfectly frank, that has been difficult. 

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): I am sorry, Minister, but we are very tight for time.

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: The Minister of State, Deputy Naughton, may wish to come in as 
well to answer some of the questions.

To have an understanding of this issue, one reason is there is not clear certainty internation-
ally in this regard.  The UK Government, for instance, today is saying that it is going to defer 
until November before coming forward with its view as to what is the correct approach to take.  
There are different views.  The Minister of State, Deputy Naughton, mentioned that antigen 
testing has great benefits in respect of speed of turnaround but one has to listen to public health 
officials, not just here but in the World Health Organization and in the European Centre for Dis-
ease Prevention and Control, as to which testing we use and where we can apply it.  We must 
recognise that testing is not the only measure that we want to put in place but it is one that we 
said we wanted to get right in the European approach. That is what we will do.  This is with a 
view to a six-month process that will support all airports and airlines to get travel back in a way 
that is not stop-start.

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: I apologise for speaking with my back to the Ministers but that 
is the nature of circles. 

I have a question on the task force on aviation recovery.  I have its final report to hand, 
which was published on 7 July, exactly three months ago.  Is that report and all of its parts 
endorsed by the Ministers and by the Government?  As far as I can see it has not been fully 
adopted and it certainly has not been fully implemented.  When I had an opportunity to raise it 
with the Taoiseach, for example, he raised concerns about the make-up of the panel of that task 
force.  Is the report Government policy?

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: Yes, the Minister of State, Deputy Naughton, who may wish to 
come in on this point, and I met the members of that task force after it came to its findings.  We 
said we did support and wished to implement them and some of those measures have been im-
plemented.  In respect of those that have not, the primary problem has been that there has been 
a conflict or a difficulty within Government because there is also an imperative towards public 
health and trying to avoid the risk of people bringing the virus in from international travel.  In 
that three months, there has been a significant change in that regard, in that the Government on 
8 September said that we did want to work with the European Commission and with other Euro-
pean countries in order that there would be aviation routes and countries to which we can state 
that we are recommending it is safe to travel again.  For those countries where there is a real risk 
and where there is a high incidence of Covid-19, that is, red list countries, we would look for 
mechanisms to try to minimise the risk by ensuring that any people coming in could be tested 
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in advance in order that we can identify and reduce that risk.  That has not been an easy thing 
to achieve here or indeed in other countries.  There have been different views within the health 
system and elsewhere as to what are the appropriate measures to take.  There is even difficulty 
in getting access to relevant testing capability which will not result in reducing our testing ca-
pability here for domestic public health purposes.  That is something that we are committed to 
resolving, through doing this with European colleagues and other countries, reciprocally.  When 
we achieve that, it will meet the key objectives that were set out in the task force report.

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: Following up that point with the Minister, we have had the 
report of the task force from 7 July for a number of months now.  It confirmed the calls of a 
range of people in the sector, which have been echoed in various quarters around Europe and 
the world, as to the type of regime that needs to happen to allow aviation to recover as best it 
can.  We are months down the line here and we are still talking about the types of difficulties and 
options that are available.  There is no clarity on when a decision will be made.  It is one point 
to outline the range of considerations but the Government is elected to make decisions and take 
action on those.  A report has been sitting there now for three months.  Groups, including Sinn 
Féin, have been advocating for that type of approach but yet on 7 October, we still are having 
conversations about the options and types of difficulties.  Will the Minister opt for an antigen 
testing regime?  Is it going to be a polymerise chain reaction, PCR, test?  What is the DAA say-
ing on the options it has looked at?  Will the Minister make a decision, when will it be made and 
when is the regime going to be introduced?

Deputy Hildegarde Naughton: On the aviation task force, I first wish to thank its mem-
bers sincerely.  The Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, and I met them in one of our first engage-
ments after having been appointed as Ministers.  Many of those recommendations have already 
been implemented, including grants, low-cost loans, a waiver on commercial rates, deferred 
tax liabilities, the temporary wage subsidy scheme and the employment wage subsidy scheme, 
which is now going to be extended until  April 2021.  These are all measures that are and will 
be availed of by the aviation industry.  Although members can agree that the Government 
acted very quickly at the start of this crisis, it has been an evolving one.  We had hoped that we 
would be out of it in a number of weeks and certainly a few months but now we are looking at 
a situation where the outlook is that 2023 or 2024 will be the point at which passenger numbers 
recover.  Within that context, and in the knowledge that this is an absolutely critical industry for 
Ireland as an island nation - I do not have to tell members, as I am speaking to the converted - 
the committee can be assured that as members of the Government, we are looking at everything 
to try to support this industry to ensure that we maintain that international connectivity which is 
critical for Ireland.  We are considering other supports for all of our airports, both regional and 
State airports, which are critical.

On testing, and the Minister, Deputy Ryan, has already outlined it here, the DAA, which 
will be appearing before the committee shortly, are engaging in work to look at testing and the 
different types that will be valid and recognised both here at national level by our own Depart-
ment of Health and internationally.  The PCR testing is the gold standard.  It is recognised as 
being the most efficient and credible test regime extant.  I highlighted the need within the avia-
tion sector, which is looking for a more rapid test.  That is very understandable when one looks 
at aviation and passengers wanting to travel.  There is this balance between public health and 
ensuring that whatever regime we do put in place-----

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: We are aware of that.

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: -----is robust.  I do not think any Deputy here would want 
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to compromise our own health system.  These are the issues we are trying to grapple with and 
I can assure the Deputy -----

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: We are aware of the issues.  When will a decision be made?

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: A decision at European level is due on 13 October, as 
myself and the Minister, Deputy Ryan, have highlighted.  That is why -----

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: When can we expect the testing regime in Ireland?

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: If I can just answer the question.

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: I have asked it three times, in fairness.

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: That is why the DAA and the Departments of Health and 
Transport are trying to find a regime that is workable and that is validated.  We are also working 
with the health experts but the Deputy can be assured that every effort is happening at Govern-
ment level to ensure we maintain that connectivity.

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: Is there a date when a testing regime will be introduced in 
Ireland?

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: We have to work at a European level.  That council meet-
ing-----

Deputy  Darren O’Rourke: Then there is not a date.

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: October is the date, at a European level.  We are an island 
nation.  We cannot work as one country.  We must work along a European approach.  We have 
stated that we would work broadly in line with that European approach.  We have to work with 
our EU colleagues.  I assure the Deputy that in the meantime we are working at a cross-govern-
mental level to ensure we have supports in place for aviation and we have that connectivity.  We 
are facing very uncertain times.  The country is at level 3 now, and the advice to people nation-
ally is they should not to travel outside their county.  We must be realistic about where we stand 
at a health level.  We are very cognisant of foreign direct investment, tourism and ensuring we 
have an open economy as we did before Covid.  That is at the heart of what we are doing at 
Government level.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): We are now at the Fine Gael slot, which I will 
share with Senator Buttimer.

Senator  Jerry Buttimer: I welcome the Minister and the Minister of State and thank them 
for being here.  I ask that both give serious consideration to reconvening the aviation task force 
recovery committee.  I note their answers but I would say to the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, 
that we support aviation and want to get travel back safely.

Connectivity from Cork Airport is critical in the context of both Heathrow and Amsterdam.  
I hope the Minister and the Minister of State will consider route support.  I have a direct ques-
tion on Cork Airport being admitted to the regional airports capital and operating expenditure 
funding scheme.  Cork has received no direct State funding to date.  I ask the Minister and the 
Minister of State to commit to that this morning.  Cork Airport requires access to regional air-
port operating and capital expenditure funding.  It is the fasting growing airport in the country 
and the second biggest airport.
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On the green and red lists, I fully understand the state of flux.  The Minister is correct that 
the UK Government has changed its advice on travel again this morning.  Some 1.5% of all 
traffic is on the green list, which means that 98% of our traffic is quarantined and an effective 
border has been erected.  I want the aviation task force to come back to take a holistic approach 
to aviation.  It is not about pitting Cork versus Dublin versus Shannon or “us versus you”.  

Will the Minister and Minister of State commit to meeting with the airlines which are also 
critical to us in the context of supporting the base operations in the case of Cork, with Ryanair 
and Aer Lingus, and I am sure Shannon too?  I thank them for their commitment.  I know the 
Minister of State has already been in Cork and I thank her for that.

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: The green list is not working because just about every country 
we are connected to is outside the parameters of what would apply.  Even the much higher 
parameters which we applied on 8 September, which were multiples of what had been applied 
early in July, are now no longer valid.  It is not working and we have to change our approach.  
The mechanism in place is a two-week restriction of movement, to use the right term.  It is not 
quarantine and we should be careful on that.  Many countries have much stricter rules around 
quarantining whereas our system involves a restriction of movement akin to what we as a 
people did in March and April, when it was possible to go to the shop but contacts with other 
people were really reduced and there was a limited geographical area.  That is very different 
from other countries, including the UK.  It is not working because it is not a controlled system, 
to my mind.  We do not have clear data on what sorts of protections it is giving and how people 
are applying it.  It is appropriate for us to change the system to look at some of the examples 
working in other countries, such as Germany where they look for a test result in advance of 
travel and in the absence of such, there must be a test result on arrival in order to break out of 
its stricter quarantine system.  We must talk and work with our health authorities and respect 
their mandate and requirement to ensure that whatever we put in place does not jeopardise the 
other health measures we are taking as a country.  It is a difficult process because the evidence 
around what is working on this virus keeps changing.  That is one reason it has been difficult to 
nail down the right approach over the last three months.

One thing we commit to doing is to continue talking with the airlines and airports to get 
their views.  The Government always does this because the country works best on a partnership 
basis.  Many of the airports and airlines have done good work in looking at the options to see 
what sort of testing system might work and where we might access that.  That sort of collabora-
tion and co-operation will define what we do.  That will include working with airports to see if 
specific support mechanisms are needed.  It would not be right for us to ignore European law 
and try to do individual route supports unless there was a case where there was not a range of 
services available and we were seeing a significant fall in the availability of connected routes.  
In those circumstances, that would be examined as an option, but it does not apply now.  If it 
applies in the future due to a dramatic loss of connectivity, of course we will look at specific 
route supports.  In that case there would be an essential strategic need to maintain them for 
economic purposes.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: What about the inclusion of Cork in the capital and operating 
expenditure funding?

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: Absolutely.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): The whole aviation sector is looking for certainty.  
It is looking to the Minister to answer that question.  I was encouraged when the Taoiseach said 
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that he would broadly embrace the EU Commission proposal.  Today is an opportunity for the 
Minister for Transport to say whether the European Commission will adopt this in seven days’ 
time.  I was encouraged by the Minister’s remarks in The Business Post at the weekend that he 
might adopt it even if it is not agreed then.  Can the Minister give clarity and certainty today?  
I am from County Clare.  Shannon Airport is on its knees.  It supports 46,000 jobs, directly or 
indirectly.  There are little or no flights in and out of the airport.  Ryanair has said it will pull its 
winter itinerary out of Shannon and that it will do the same from Cork.  I do not take that threat 
lightly.  We will not have an aviation industry if we dally any longer on this.  Will we go into 
this or not?

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: We have also been working with the Minister for Foreign Affairs on 
this matter, which will be decided at the General Affairs Council on 13 October.  The Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs has a key role.  Obviously, Deputy Coveney is the Minister who will 
attend.  It seems clear from our soundings that there will be a European agreement, largely on 
the mechanisms of data collection and sharing, the recognition of dual standards and the defini-
tions for green, amber, red and grey colour-coding.  We expect that there will be an agreement, 
but nothing is certain.  It seems unlikely at this stage that the Council will recommend the 
exact mechanisms that states will apply to the management of each particular colour-coding.  
The Council is likely to decide, on the basis of subsidiarity, to leave it to individual countries.  
From our perspective, it is unlikely that there will be Europe-wide agreement on the exact test-
ing or other mechanisms that will be applied to enforce those codes.  It would be a significant 
step in the right direction.  We will seek to implement our standards to apply those codes.  As 
for whether they will be directly delivered on 13 October, I do not believe that will be possible 
because it would not be viable to get the necessary testing regime in place within a week.  What 
we want to do is to give certainty to the aviation industry as to the approach we will take and to 
work with it, because it will have a role in supporting and managing this, so that there is a clear 
timeline and a clear protocol that allows it to plan its operations.

That can take time, although some mechanisms are in place in respect of the way the pas-
senger log is used.  That could be extended to manage some of the other protocols for how we 
test and follow passengers as needs be.  It is critical that we first get EU-wide agreement on the 
broad approach and, within that context, agreement with the health authorities here and with 
other governments, including the UK Government.  It is a key player because the number of 
passengers travelling to and from the UK on ferries and by air means it will take us a period to 
put the enforcement measures in place.  We have to be straight about that.

Deputy  James O’Connor: I welcome the Minister, the Minister of State and the people 
from the aviation industry to the meeting.  The aviation industry is responsible for the employ-
ment of about 40,000 people directly in our economy and supports up to 140,000 jobs as a 
whole.  I am very concerned because at Cork Airport, which is in my county, there has been a 
90% reduction in passenger traffic and the airport is losing about €20 million a year.

The Department worked to create a task force report for aviation recovery, which had 12 
recommendations.  One recommendation was about providing a direct stimulus package to 
the airports, including Cork Airport.  If we want to save our airports, it is absolutely critical to 
put that in place and to do so before the budget.  Both the Minister and the Minister of State 
are in the Cabinet room, given their respective roles as a senior Minister and as a super junior 
Minister.  Both of them should use this opportunity before the budget to meet officials in the 
Department of Finance and the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform to try to secure 
additional funding for the aviation sector and our airports.  We cannot afford, from the perspec-
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tive of connectivity with our European neighbours and further afield, to lose any routes unnec-
essarily because of a lack of action from the Government.

I, along with Senator Buttimer, attended the meeting at Cork Airport held by Mrs. McCarthy 
and, from Ryanair, Mr. Wilson.  They gave us a chilling account of where the sector is.  They 
deserve to be listened to today, although I accept there is much to be said.  I strongly encourage 
the Minister to take action immediately and to implement the 12 recommendations in the report 
as soon as possible.  From my understanding, we are behind some of our European colleagues 
in regard to our action to save the aviation sector, an incredibly important part of our economy.  
To put it in perspective, if 1,000 jobs were lost at any one facility or factory, there would be 
a major public outcry.  This is a sector that directly employed 40,000 people before Covid-19 
hit, whereas now there is a serious level of unemployment.  A very strong stimulus package is 
needed to try to get the sector to recover.

Deputy  Hildegarde Naughton: I too visited Cork Airport and met the officials there.  As 
Deputy O’Connor rightly said, our regional and State airports throughout Ireland, not just Cork 
Airport, are under severe financial pressure.  While Cork Airport and Shannon Airport are not 
under the regional airports programme, their commercial status means there is certainly a case 
to be made for further measures.  The Minister and I have both emphasised the importance of 
maintaining that connectivity throughout the island.

As for the aviation task force, as I stated earlier some of those measures have been imple-
mented, many of which are benefiting employees within the aviation sector, from the employ-
ment wage subsidy scheme to the pandemic unemployment payment.  They were part of the 
initial support package at the start of the pandemic but we are now in a new phase, as we have 
recognised.  As part of the budgetary deliberations, the recommendations of the aviation task 
force will be considered in that context.  We cannot talk about the budget during this meeting 
but the Deputy can be assured we are very concerned about the aviation sector at all our airports 
and about those jobs and families that this is directly affecting, not only at Cork Airport but in 
the wider region, where it has a spin-off effect.  The same is true at Shannon Airport for the 
mid-west region.

We are acutely aware of this and, as part of that, a few things are happening at the moment, 
such as trying to get a robust and workable testing regime.  As the Minister noted, it will take 
time to roll that out, but it is important we give that certainty to the aviation industry in respect 
of our direction of travel and of our commitment to ensuring that the industry will be supported.  
When, hopefully, there is a vaccine and life can get back to normal, and there is confidence 
again to fly, the industry will be ready to reboot and grow.

Deputy  James O’Connor: I acknowledge that the Minister and the Minister of State can-
not do this alone, as everyone in the room and further afield understands.  Nevertheless, I have 
one simple request.  I accept that Ministers cannot breach Cabinet confidentiality in regard to 
what has been discussed since the report was published, but it merits significant discussion at 
the Cabinet table prior to the budget, if possible.  Budget 2021 will be published soon and there 
will be an opportunity to engage with both Ministers with responsibility for it.  A direct stimulus 
package for the airports should be a key part of that.  We know that in 2021, Covid will not be 
going anywhere.

I welcome the work that the Government is doing on contact tracing.  It will be interesting 
to see what some of the representatives of the aviation industry have to say in that regard.
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Senator  Elisha McCallion: The Minister will be aware that of the passengers who pass 
through City of Derry Airport, approximately 40% are residents of Donegal.  I am aware of 
previous conversations between the Minister, the Minister of State and the airport, and I am sure 
he will be acutely aware of the Government’s commitment, under New Decade, New Approach, 
to possibly resourcing and helping to finance the airport.  I am conscious that everyone is under 
pressure at the moment, but given that New Decade, New Approach is an international docu-
ment signed by the Irish and British Governments, has there been direct engagement with City 
of Derry Airport?  If not, why not?  I strongly urge the Minister to come to the north west and 
City of Derry Airport to meet the members and look at a future development in the north west.

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: I have had a number of meetings with the Minister of Infrastructure, 
Nichola Mallon, in the North.  As it happens, this afternoon there will be a North-South Min-
isterial Council meeting, at which this issue will be raised.  I do not want to discuss the com-
muniqué before it is released later this afternoon but it will refer to the issue.  Having read the 
briefing documents earlier, I do not believe it is proposed to include City of Derry Airport as a 
regional airport, but it will be discussed.  Ms Mallon will be raising it and I imagine her position 
will be similar to that raised by the Senator.  It is not formally agreed in the communiqué, from 
what I can recall from my reading of it, that we would take such an approach.

There will, however, be agreement that we will look at the likes of high-speed rail connec-
tivity, including to Derry and the north west, and that connectivity is very important, not just for 
the people of Derry but also of Donegal.

Deputy  Ruairí Ó Murchú: Health is the first consideration nowadays but we must accept 
we are an island nation and we need a connection to the rest of the world.  We cannot operate 
without a viable airport infrastructure, and that is not to mention the numbers of people em-
ployed, directly or indirectly, by the industry and the supports we need to ensure for families 
affected.  My notion is that agreement will be reached on the general practicalities of how this 
European-wide traffic light system will work by 13 October, but the mechanisms will be left 
to individual states.  I would like to think there will be a timeline on implementing that.  I wel-
come that the Minister has conversations with the airports and airlines on testing.  I would like 
to think that he had already looked into some options, even if it will not be PCR.  I accept the 
difficulties with antigen testing.  If alternatives can be used that have been validated, we need to 
consider the practicalities of operating a system without impacting on the test, trace and isolate 
capacity that we are operating in the rest of society.  I accept the difficulties, particularly given 
the health ramifications we are dealing with this week.

Regarding the supports, I welcome the promises accepting the necessity of maintaining this 
infrastructure.  There are some concerns relating to European law.  As has been done across 
Europe, I hope derogations will be enacted where necessary, specific to Covid-19 and specific 
to the survival of necessary industries.

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: The science of how we test for this virus and how it operates is 
evolving.  There is not an ideological position on one form of testing versus another.  Each has 
advantages and disadvantages.  During the week, I met some of our health officials to discuss 
the potential benefits of antigen testing in a variety of contexts and not just related to travel.  
It has the advantage that it can be very quick and relatively simple.  It is not intrusive and has 
a fast 15-minute turnaround potentially.  It may give false negatives in cases where someone 
might have the virus but is not symptomatic and does not have a significant viral load.  In those 
cases, the testing may not pick it up in every instance.  In those circumstances, it gives a false 
sense of optimism.  A person might walk out and go straight to a party leading to concern over 
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cluster spreading.

That is not to say there may not be advances and real benefits from the use of antigen test-
ing.  It could be done to complement other tests or using different timelines that might make it 
an effective mechanism.  I would like to give details because this is important.  As the Minister 
of State said, based on information from the ECDC and the WHO as well as our authorities, it 
may not yet be at the stage to give us real security in the international travel arena.  If the inter-
national health authorities advise it can be used in this way, we should certainly use it.

As the Minister of State said, PCR has real benefits in having 98% or 99% accuracy.  The 
difficulty is that it may give a significant number of false positives.  It may pick up trace residue 
of the virus from someone who had the disease many months previously.  It is also much more 
expensive, although that seems to vary.  Some European countries appear to have been able to 
get the cost down to something like €60 for a test; in other jurisdictions, it seems to be more 
expensive.  The cost seems to vary with the turnaround time for the test.  It is possible to get a 
rapid response test.  In our health system we save that for the most acute emergency health pur-
poses, and we do not want to use that in the aviation area.  That also continues to evolve.  The 
capability is unclear.  The chief executive officer of the HSE, Paul Reid, has publicly stated that 
there is not easy access internationally to additional PCR testing.  We have been trying to find 
out if there is access and if it is certified.  We then need to establish if we can get access to it and 
where we might deploy it.  Based on what our health authorities say and what we hear from the 
ECDC and WHO, it is the preferred testing approach.

Other testing systems, including RT-LAMP testing systems and others, are evolving and 
may have benefits in offering high accuracy and rapid turnaround times.  We do not rule out any 
application of these.  It may only apply, or we might only want it to apply to a small number 
of passengers.  My preference would be to use a system where testing is concentrated on those 
with high risk.  We should scientifically target applying it in areas where there is a risk rather 
than necessarily having every passenger tested, which would be very expensive, time consum-
ing and impractical in many ways.

Deputy  Ruairí Ó Murchú: I accept that.

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: It could take testing capacity away from where we need it, which is 
in our domestic health-management systems.  The changing landscape around that single issue, 
which is only one of the issues we need to address, is why this country along with others has had 
difficulty in getting it nailed down.  We want to have clarity on that.  With our health authorities 
and others, I am seeking to achieve that.  At the same time, they would adopt a common Euro-
pean approach.  It will take time to install whatever protocol or mechanism to be put in place.

Deputy  Ruairí Ó Murchú: Is the Minister saying there will be a serious time delay?

Deputy  Eamon Ryan: Not serious.

People ask if Cabinet is discussing this.  It happens at every single meeting.  The areas hav-
ing the most difficult time at present are the hospitality, tourism, arts and travel sectors.  The 
focus of Government attention is on sectors hardest hit, including aviation, travel and all the 
connected industries.  There is no lack of will in government, which is taking a collective Cabi-
net approach to this.  If it was possible to click the fingers and have an immediate response, we 
would have done it.  We need to find one that satisfies the health system as well as our interest 
in getting these hardest hit sectors out of difficulty, but we will.
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Acting Chairman Deputy  (Deputy  Joe Carey): I bring this part of our meeting to a 
conclusion.  I thank the Minister of State and the Minister.  We will draft a letter to them on the 
issues we have discussed today, and we hope they will include that in preparing their plans for 
the sector.

Sitting suspended at 12.28 p.m. and resumed at 12.33 p.m.

Covid-19: Issues Affecting the Aviation Sector

Chairman: I welcome Mr. Sean Doyle and Mr. Donal Moriarty from Aer Lingus, Mr. Ed-
die Wilson and Mr. Darrell Hughes from Ryanair, Ms Mary Considine from Shannon Group, 
and Mr. Dalton Philips and Mr. Niall MacCarthy from the Dublin Airport Authority, DAA.  I 
ask those witnesses joining the meeting virtually to keep their microphones on mute if possible.

I draw the attention of the witnesses to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defa-
mation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to 
the committee.  However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a 
particular matter and they continue to do so, they are entitled thereafter only to qualified privi-
lege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the sub-
ject matter of these proceedings is to be given and they are asked to respect the parliamentary 
practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any 
person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.

I advise the witnesses giving evidence from a location outside of the parliamentary precinct 
to note the constitutional protections afforded to witnesses attending to give evidence before 
committees may not be extended to them.  No clear guidelines can be given on whether, or the 
extent to which, the evidence is covered by absolute privilege of a statutory nature.  Persons 
giving evidence from another jurisdiction should also be mindful of their domestic statutory 
regime.  If witnesses are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a particular 
matter, they must respect that direction.

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 of the 
Oireachtas or an official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

I call Mr. Sean Doyle to make his opening statement.

Mr. Sean Doyle: Aer Lingus appeared before the Oireachtas Special Committee on Co-
vid-19 Response on 28 July, and rather than read the full details of that submission again, I 
am happy to forward it in its entirety to the members of the committee.  When attending the 
committee in July, we outlined the catastrophic effect the Covid-19 pandemic has had on the 
aviation sector.  As early as this morning, the IATA has predicted that airlines will globally burn 
through $77 billion of cash this winter.  We also outlined the critical importance of the aviation 
sector for the Irish economy.

Prior to this crisis, we enjoyed unprecedented levels of international connectivity.  It was the 
envy of other countries, cities and markets throughout the world.  It allowed a number of things 
to happen in the Irish economy.  It allowed business to be done internationally and significant 
foreign direct investment to take place.  Key business and service sectors, such as technology, 
software, pharmaceutical, medical, finance and food and beverage, depend on this connectivity, 
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and of course legions of small businesses throughout the country depend on inbound tourism 
brought to the country by the aviation sector.  We also should not forget the ability of friends 
and relatives who are based and dispersed internationally to connect and come home to visit 
their loved ones.  Aviation provides this connectivity.  The grim reality is this connectivity is 
gone and there is no sight as to when it will return.

In July, we outlined the recommendations of the final report of the aviation recovery task 
force.  It was published on 10 July.  Three months later, none of the key recommendations have 
been implemented.  In July, we also outlined how we have the most restrictive travel policy in 
Europe.  Effectively, Ireland is closed for business and this will have a profound impact on jobs 
and the Irish economy.  We were encouraged on 15 September, when the Government said it 
would adopt the framework for free movement as proposed by the European Commission, but 
on 17 September, 24 September and 1 October the Government’s policy on the green list rowed 
in exactly the opposite direction to that outlined by the European Commission.  As it stands to-
day, we are more closed for business than ever before.  We are where we were in July when we 
said we were in the unfortunate position of having the most restrictive travel policy in Europe 
but having done the least to support the aviation sector thus far.  While we do see a change in 
approach being signalled and we welcome it, so far it has not been delivered.

I will now turn to the specific items on which Aer Lingus was asked to address the com-
mittee.  I will first speak about the European Commission’s proposal.  It is referred to as the 
traffic light system and for the convenience of committee members we have included in the ap-
pendix of our submission an illustration of what adoption of the proposal would look like.  We 
should, if we adopt it in its entirety, have 16 countries open for travel today instead of the four 
we do have.  To be clear, the approach recommends we do not have travel restrictions for green 
and orange coded countries and areas.  Hence, we should not restrict movement or quarantine 
on arrival.  For passengers coming from red areas, the European Commission proposes that 
quarantine and movement restrictions are replaced by the introduction of a testing regime for 
passengers.  This is what alignment with the framework looks like, and this alignment needs to 
be complete if the adoption of the traffic light system will make any difference to the prospects 
for aviation.  As we outlined, we are very keen to ensure international travel is increased safely, 
but I encourage the committee to move with speed to adopt this framework.  I am concerned 
that what we will get on 13 October will be nowhere near close to full adoption, based on the 
commentary we just heard in the previous session.

We believe there are a number of issues to be examined and not just testing and travel re-
strictions when considering how safe it is to travel.  We have pre-travel health declarations.  We 
have the use of face masks.  We have enhanced cleaning on the aircraft.  We have state-of-the-
art air filtration and electronic passenger locator forms.  We can link our Covid tracker app to 
other jurisdictions and create complete coverage of contact tracing for everyone who travels 
internationally.  That, coupled with the protocols the EU has outlined, and the advancements 
in rapid testing, could create a situation where international travel will be much safer and have 
much lower risks of transmission than we see in the broader community.

Rapid testing has been debated at length.  I thought I would speak about it again in the con-
text of the multilayered approach for this management that we spoke about.  We need to bring 
a testing protocol into Ireland.  We need to make sure that it is aligned with the EU framework 
and that it enables the lifting of restrictions.  Again, we need to be clear that the testing frame-
work should only apply to red countries.  There are a number of ways in which we could do this.  
The European Commission proposal also needs to take into account some of the work done 
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by Airlines for Europe and IATA, which looked at this and issued a publication on 1 October.  
The first is that we could have a test certified by a health regulator, made in advance of travel, 
involving something around the 72-hour window.  The second is that we would look at a rapid 
test at the airport premises, preferably before entering the terminal.  The third is that we would 
have a rapid test available at the airport premises.  We think we just need to alight on a testing 
regime and go on and enable it for high-risk countries.  However, we should be looking at this 
using a number of criteria.  The first criterion is that the testing regime should not consume the 
State’s testing capacity.  The second is that it should be scaleable.  The third is that it should be 
affordable.  The fourth is that it should be able to give rapid results.

We must be clear that aviation requires a screen testing capability, not necessarily a diagnos-
tic testing capability.  For this reason, we believe the advances in antigen testing are the most 
appropriate to consider in this regard.  IATA advises that rapid and affordable antigen testing 
can be administered by non-medical staff, which is another major benefit as it would not place a 
burden on the health system of the country of arrival for passengers.  IATA is working with the 
International Civil Aviation Organization, ICAO, to try to get endorsement for antigen testing 
as a solution for the restoration of international travel.  Airlines are deploying these solutions.  
Alitalia and Lufthansa are both deploying the Abbott and Roche antigen testing solutions as we 
speak.  We call for an urgent evaluation of testing solutions.  Antigen testing is a solution that 
can really scale up effectively and deliver on all of the criteria we have set out in the paper.  In 
the absence of immediate endorsement of antigen testing, we should look at testing protocols 
that can be implemented for high-risk countries that meet the current health standards, for ex-
ample, polymerase chain reaction or PCR testing.

The second matter on which I would like to update the committee is the temporary wage 
subsidy scheme, TWSS.  We have been the subject of a lot of commentary, much of it inac-
curate, in terms of how we as an organisation have applied the TWSS.  We are acutely aware 
of the impact the Covid-19 crisis is having on the employees of Aer Lingus and employees in 
the aviation and hospitality sectors.  It has been made worse for people in Ireland because of 
the uniquely restricted travel policies that we have.  As a consequence, everybody in Aer Lin-
gus has had to be placed on reduced hours and pay.  We took a decision to maintain, insofar 
as possible, a direct employment relationship with all of our employees.  That was the stated 
aim of the TWSS and Aer Lingus has very much embraced the programme with that in mind.  
An alternative approach, one taken by many employers, would have been to lay off significant 
numbers of employees and direct them exclusively towards the social protection system for 
welfare support.  That is a decision we did not take.

In terms of clearing the record and clarifying some of the inaccurate commentary that I 
mentioned, we have at all times acted fully in accordance with the guidance received from the 
Revenue Commissioners and the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 
on both the TWSS, the employment wage subsidy scheme, EWSS, and the various jobseeker 
schemes that are available.  In all cases, the TWSS was calculated in the first instance on the av-
erage Revenue net weekly pay for January and February 2020.  That was the period defined by 
the Revenue Commissioners and that was the baseline before cuts to hours or pay were applied 
to Aer Lingus employees.  As such, our subsidies that were passed through were based on the 
unreduced salaries of our employees.  As the qualification was based on the average net weekly 
wage in January and February, the subsequent reduction in hours that we had to introduce as a 
result of the reduction in activity did not reduce the subsidy payments calculated or made under 
the TWSS.  Aer Lingus applied the full amount of those subsidies and passed it on in full to all 
of its employees.
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We request that the committee lend its voice to calling for the urgent and complete adoption 
by Ireland of the co-ordinated approach to free movement across the European Union that was 
proposed by the European Commission, that is, the traffic light system; the early development 
of a rapid testing regime for the safe implementation of international travel; and the urgent 
implementation of the key recommendations of the aviation task force, as outlined on 10 July.  
All of these are critical to ensuring that the aviation sector recovers and plays a critical part in 
the recovery of the economy as we come out of the pandemic.

Mr. Eddie Wilson: I am a bit disappointed by what I heard in the previous session.  What 
has happened with Government policy on aviation in recent months has been catastrophic.  The 
idea is that somehow or other we have adopted European regulations.  We have not done so; we 
have gone in the opposite direction.  On 1 July, and up to today, every other European country 
has returned to flying and they do not have restrictions in place.  People in European countries 
also have the benefit of moving across borders by train, car and other modes of transport.  We 
took a conscious decision in this country not to do what every other European country has 
done and the outcome of that policy has been devastating.  Ministers throughout the summer 
period encouraged people not to engage in foreign travel when there was no scientific basis for 
that whatsoever.  The HSE website this morning indicates that travel accounts for less than 2% 
of infection rates.  While air travel was demonised throughout the summer, Covid rates have 
soared within Ireland due to domestic factors.  We are trying to solve problems that do not exist.

As Mr. Doyle indicated, air travel is one of the safest ways of travelling in this environment.  
Risk assessment and safety are our business.  The outcome of this policy now is that we have 
wiped out summer 2020 and winter 2020 is the bleakest that I have ever seen.  Potentially, from 
a Ryanair perspective, Cork and Shannon airports will close for the winter unless the Govern-
ment does something now.  There is a way for it to do that.  Regional airports will be practically 
wiped out because we have no basis for travelling.  We have this bloody green list that does not 
work.  Four countries are on it.  Tomorrow, I think even Liechtenstein, which does not even 
have an airport, will no longer be on it because the incidence rate of infection used is 25 per 
100,000 population.  There is no basis for that whatever.  I think, as of tomorrow, none of the 
EU 27 will be on the Government’s green list.  We found out in the High Court last week that af-
ter all the demonisation of air travel throughout the summer, which had no scientific basis, there 
was no quarantine and it was only advice.  It would seem today that there were no restrictions.

We also need to look at what is happening in Europe.  We do not live just in Ireland.  We 
live in Europe and the Europeans are bailing out their airlines.  We have two well capitalised 
airlines in Ireland.  Lufthansa has received €11 billion worth of state aid.  Air France has re-
ceived in the order of €7 billion and Alitalia has received €3 billion.  European airports are be-
ing bailed out.  The Europeans know what is coming and they are preparing for this.  Capacity 
will reduce in Europe and next summer those countries, regions and airports will be scrambling 
around for traffic.  Let us look at what Ireland has done.  It has said we are closed for business.  
Tomorrow, when the green list comes out it will say we are closed to every country in Europe.  
However, there is a way out.  There are two things the Government needs to do, both of which 
are blindingly obvious.  One is to adopt the traffic light system, or rather not just adopt it but 
go to Europe next week and champion it.  Rather than obsessing about testing, we need to take 
a risk-based approach.  The WHO and ECDC are saying that air travel is safe and we are try-
ing to solve a problem in a disproportionate way.  The traffic light system has green and amber 
countries and they should have no restrictions for moving throughout the European Union, as it 
is today when moving between Germany and France or France and Italy.  These are countries 
with substantially lower Covid rates than Ireland at present.  If we adopt the traffic light system, 
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it would mean free movement for green and orange countries.  For red countries in the Euro-
pean Union, it is up to individual member states to decide what suite of measures they will put 
in place.  Let them put those in place, but we should be talking about those now, not talking in 
circles about this.  Government did not adopt the European policy from 1 July when everybody 
else had returned.  They are bailing out their countries and maintaining connectivity.  We are 
shutting down connectivity.

Drastic decisions will have to be taken, especially with regional airports.  Airlines need to 
make decisions now.  We should be having conversations about next summer.  If we do not 
make decisions now, then next summer, that traffic will migrate elsewhere in Europe.  It will not 
bounce back.  The Government seems to think it will bounce back.  It will not.  All airlines in 
Europe are getting smaller.  Airlines such as Ryanair should be allowed to carry out their busi-
ness by being able to transport people.  We are flying people out of some regional airports with 
five or six passengers and that cannot continue.  The people on the ground know that.

The Government needs to adopt the traffic light system and champion that at the meeting on 
13 October.  If the Government cannot get agreement to implement it, it should implement it 
today.  The aviation task force recommendations have not been implemented whatsoever.  The 
wage subsidy scheme is there for everyone, not just for aviation.  If we are to attract and retain 
connectivity in this country, we need to have a programme, as recommended by the aviation 
task force, of rebates for airport charges.  That will ensure that airlines such as Ryanair and Aer 
Lingus can plan their schedule for next summer on the basis that Ireland is in some way attrac-
tive to retain that connectivity.  We blew our chance at a European solution on 1 July.  We now 
have a second chance and we should get ahead and save the jobs that we have here.  There are 
140,000 jobs in aviation and 325,000 jobs in tourism.  If we do not get those decisions now, not 
only will this winter be lost and will those bases be gone, but next summer will be devastating 
for tourism and connectivity in the country.

Ms Mary Considine: I thank the committee for the opportunity to outline the devastating 
impact that Covid-19 has had on our businesses and, more important, as the previous speak-
ers have said, to discuss measures that are now required as we navigate our way through and 
recover from this crisis.

Shannon Group is a commercial semi-State company and, before Covid, we employed more 
than 600 people across our businesses, including Shannon Airport, Shannon Commercial Prop-
erties and Shannon Heritage.  Through our international aviation services centre, we support 
the development of a cluster of more than 80 aviation companies based in and around Shannon 
Airport.  Shannon Group is a key driver of economic growth, not only in the mid-west but right 
along the Atlantic seaboard.  Our activities support 46,000 jobs.  Shannon Airport is vital.  It is 
the lifeblood of the region.  The connectivity it provides is vital for the business and tourism in-
dustries located in our region, providing access to international markets.  It is also a key enabler 
for the Government to deliver on its stated aim of a balanced national economy, as envisaged 
in Project Ireland 2040.

As the committee has heard today, our business and the wider aviation, tourism and hospi-
tality sectors have weathered many economic storms in the past but never on the scale caused 
by the current pandemic.  While we will eventually recover from this, it will undoubtedly take 
a number of years for activity levels to return to anything like normal.  Right now, the aviation 
industry is on its knees.  Like airports globally, Shannon has witnessed an almost total col-
lapse in airport traffic connectivity and revenues.  Our passenger numbers have been declining 
since scheduled services recommenced on 1 July.  We were hopeful at that stage, when Ryanair 
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brought back in 16 services, that we would see some pick-up, with talk of the green list coming 
in.  Unfortunately we have seen a decline.  In August, numbers were down by 86% and that 
declined further in September, when we were down by 91%.  If this trend continues, we expect 
to see a decline of over 80% in our passenger numbers for this year.

Faced with the fact that since the beginning of March, Shannon Group’s revenue has been 
down by over €1.3 million per week, we project an overall drop in Shannon Group revenue 
of 60% revenue, and our focus has been on taking the necessary steps to allow us to survive, 
recover and rebuild from this crisis.  Early on, we took decisive short-term actions to preserve 
our businesses and to protect jobs in the future.  I acknowledge that it has been a difficult time 
for our employees, customers and everybody operating at the airport.

Restoring air transport connectivity is critical as we learn to co-exist with the virus.  We 
must find a way to facilitate the reopening of access for business and tourism as soon and as fast 
as public health considerations can allow.  Government action is urgently required and I wel-
come the Minister’s confirmation that Ireland is willing to adopt the pan-European traffic light 
system, which we have discussed at length here, and to agree a European-wide testing protocol 
to allow aviation to reopen in a safe manner.  We need financial supports for our airports and 
airlines as we recover and start the slow process of rebuilding from this crisis.

The continuation of current travel restrictions are heavily impacting on passenger numbers 
and confidence.  Testing instead of restriction of movement has to be the way forward.  It is im-
perative that we find a way to safeguard vital connectivity.  If we do not, the consequences are 
unthinkable.  The continued Government guidance of warning against non-essential air travel 
has had the effect of increasing the probability of further job losses throughout the country, 
long-term loss of connectivity, further imbalanced regional development and economic dam-
age.  There is a real risk to our foreign direct investment, a sector that we are heavily reliant 
on as a country during this pandemic.  For our part, we are working with peers in the industry, 
exploring options including a pre-departure Covid-19 testing regime, which is already proving 
effective and is tried and tested in 15 other countries.  The impact of the pandemic has been 
devastating for aviation and tourism.  That is why the urgent implementation of the full recom-
mendations of the aviation recovery task force are key to assist the sector.  Included in these is 
a much-needed stimulus package for airports in the regions, to enable us to rebuild traffic.

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused significant disruption.  It has changed how we work and 
live, which I spoke about when we attended the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response in 
July.  We can and will get through this but we need decisive action now.  We need to support 
this vital industry that in turn supports 140,000 jobs across the country.

Mr. Dalton Philips: I thank the committee for the invitation to discuss these extraordinary 
challenges that DAA and the aviation sector in general face.  As I speak to the committee today, 
I am thinking of people like Rob Rankin from Vagabond Tours in Wicklow, who has had virtu-
ally no revenue since March because there have been no international visitors.  I am thinking of 
Stephen Teeling of Teeling Distillery in the Liberties, which relies on our shops as its biggest 
sales outlet.  I am thinking of Aaron Mansworth of Trigon Hotels in Cork, who has seen oc-
cupancy plummet and one hotel close.  I am thinking of the 145,000 people across the country 
who depend on Cork and Dublin airports for their livelihoods and the 750 people who are leav-
ing our company because we do not have work for them.

Dublin and Cork airports have been engines of the Irish economy but now they are running 
on empty.  In total, our airports have already lost 20 million passengers compared with 2019.  
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Dublin Airport will have fewer than 9 million passengers this year.  That means we are back 
at 1995 levels.  We have lost 25 years of growth.  Our sector has been demonised since this 
pandemic began.  Other key sectors have been allowed to reopen with the understanding and 
acceptance that there is an element of risk involved.  The Irish aviation sector, however, has 
been held to a much higher and, quite frankly, unreasonable standard with continued constraints 
being placed on opening up international travel.  It is because of this that Ireland’s connectivity 
to the world is faltering.  It is dangerous for anyone to assume that routes withdrawn in the last 
six months will simply re-emerge overnight.  In football terms, we hauled ourselves into the 
premiership over the last two to three years but we have just been relegated again.

Last week, American Airlines withdrew a Dallas flight from Dublin.  This means that for the 
first time in ten years it will not have a presence in Ireland this coming winter.  Once such con-
nectivity is lost, it is incredibly difficult to re-establish.  It can take up to four years of intensive 
effort to win a route, particularly a strategic long-haul route.  We can be competing against ten 
to 15 cities worldwide to get a single aircraft allocated to one of our airports.  Industry sources 
suggest it could be 2024 or beyond before we see a recovery in this sector.  Rebuilding lost busi-
ness will take years, but first we need to help to stop the decline in connectivity.

The collapse of the aviation sector has meant that our liquidity has already been depleted.  
We have accumulated more than €150 million in losses since the pandemic began and our net 
debt will have doubled by the end of 2020.  Dublin Airport was the largest State gateway pre-
Covid and has suffered more than any other airport due to the collapse in passenger traffic.  As 
the key gateway to the country, it will need significant financial support to rebuild.

Cork Airport was Ireland’s fastest growing airport in 2019 and was on course to be so again 
in 2020.  Instead, over half of its airlines have withdrawn, traffic is down 90% and it is facing 
into losses of €20 million this year.  In stark contrast to its other regional airport peers, Cork has 
received no direct State funding to date and now requires specific provisions including access 
to the regional airport operating expenditure and capital funding programmes.

Ireland has continued to operate one of the most cautious travel policies in the EU.  In the 
meantime, the aviation, tourism and hospitality sectors have suffered untold damage.  There-
fore, I strongly welcome the recent announcement that the Government is now seeking to align 
with the European Commission’s plans for co-ordinating travel.  This new traffic light system 
needs to be accompanied by testing protocols for high-risk regions, discarding blunt travel re-
strictions and quarantines.

To facilitate the adoption of the EU framework, the DAA has undertaken significant re-
search and engaged with the market and Government agencies.  We have developed proposals 
to facilitate mobilising pre-departure PCR testing at Dublin and Cork airports by mid-October, 
with a capability to deliver up to 15,000 tests per day as business recovers without impacting 
the public health system.

Ultimately, the Government needs to approve a rapid turnaround, low-cost, scalable testing 
solution for use in Irish airports so we can move quickly as the market introduces products bet-
ter suited to airport operations, for example, loop-mediated isothermal amplification, LAMP, or 
antigen testing.  In doing so, it will allow work to begin on reconnecting Ireland to the world 
and on rebuilding the businesses and livelihoods that depend on that connectivity.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): Thank you, Mr. Philips.  I will now move on to the 
members’ questions.  I will share the Fine Gael slot with Senator Buttimer.
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Senator  Jerry Buttimer: I welcome everyone to the meeting.  My first question is for Mr. 
Wilson and Mr. Doyle and relates to this morning’s message from the Government.  Mr. Wilson 
expressed disappointment at the Government response.  How would he propose to engage with 
the Government again to ensure we get safe travel up and running?

Mr. Philips is joined by the manager of Cork Airport, Mr. Niall MacCarthy.  I wish to pay 
tribute to the staff of our airports in Cork, Shannon and Dublin, and indeed our airline staff 
as well, for the huge work they have done to change work practices and the commitment and 
sacrifices they have made.  I am familiar with the work being done by the staff in Cork Airport 
to make sure we have a functioning airport.  In the context of his presentation, can Mr. Philips 
expand a little on the testing and the rapid turnaround?  What does he think is tenable for us as 
an airport?

Finally, in the context of Aer Lingus and the North American routes, will Mr. Doyle explain 
what the plan is with the aviation sector in the United States in terms of keeping connectivity 
with us here in Ireland?

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): There are questions for Mr. Doyle.

Mr. Sean Doyle: I thank the Senator.  My answer to his first question, which was about 
what the Government can do to enable restoration of travel, is quite simple.  It can adopt the EU 
framework, as outlined by the Commission on 13 October, to ensure there are no restrictions on 
movement for countries that are green and orange.  That would open up 16 markets for travel.  
That is a safe strategy in the context of the underlying risks of transmission.  The answer is in 
front of us.  We need to get on and adopt it and be proactive.  The aviation sector in this country 
has a reputation for getting out in front, being proactive and showing leadership.  I echo Mr. 
Wilson’s comments that we should adopt the framework, lead the way and set an example.

With regard to the transatlantic routes, based on the criteria for US travel at the minute it 
is obvious we will need a testing protocol.  Again, Ireland has some advantages as a natural 
gateway for US passengers.  Ireland is a strong destination.  I believe approximately 80% of 
our foreign direct investment, FDI, has been coming from the US.  I am aware business leaders 
are increasingly concerned about the inability to get critical investors and critical leaders into 
the country.  I believe a testing protocol would form part of an innovative solution we could 
deploy to try to open up the transatlantic market.  It is important to Aer Lingus but I believe the 
importance of the transatlantic market to the wider Irish economy is incredibly material.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): I would like to ask Mr. Doyle about the com-
mitment of Aer Lingus to Shannon Airport.  Transatlantic services are of vital importance to 
FDI and tourism right along the western seaboard.  Is the airline committed to restoring those 
American routes and, in particular, the Heathrow route?  I note that Aer Lingus operates routes 
out of Cork, Dublin and Belfast.  Mr. Doyle has spoken about Ireland being an outlier.  Shan-
non Airport is an outlier because it is not being treated the same as any other airport that has a 
connection to Heathrow Airport.  When does Aer Lingus intend to restore that route?

Mr. Sean Doyle: I cannot give the Chair an answer on when we intend to restore it because 
it depends on the Government approach to opening up travel.  If we had a level playing field 
with the rest of Europe, restoring Shannon Airport would have been in evaluation much earlier 
than it has been.  If we carry on with the current green list process, however, or if we do not 
adopt the approach that has been outlined by the Commission on 13 October, I do not see any 
prospect of us resuming short-haul services at Shannon Airport this winter.
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If I look to next summer, we are committed to Shannon Airport.  We believe the north At-
lantic services worked well for everybody in the region and see a long-term commitment to 
reinstate those transatlantic services.  At the minute, however, Aer Lingus is operating just three 
north Atlantic routes out of Dublin and those routes are showing low load factors.  We have 
one route operating out of Cork Airport which is to Heathrow.  Again, that is struggling as we 
head into the winter with the current travel policy.  Government policy will be the fundamental 
dictator of when we can reinstate services in places such as Shannon Airport.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): Okay.  We are tight for time.  I must move on to 
the Green Party slot.

Deputy  Steven Matthews: I thank the witnesses for their statements and their presence 
here today.  The issue of connectivity has been mentioned.  It is important for our island and for 
the preservation of jobs within the airline industry, not just directly in the airports and among 
the airline crew but also in all the ancillary services such as those provided by infrastructure, 
service and maintenance crews.  It is a huge family and I understand that.  Every one of those 
jobs has a family attached to it and they are all concerned and worried.  We need to support the 
sector to protect those jobs.  That applies also to the entire tourism sector which depends on 
aircraft coming in, for example, travel agents who work to ensure aircraft are full when they fly 
out of the country.  That is also part of the whole process.  Most of that is on hold for the mo-
ment.  It is clear from the statements submitted today that jobs are at risk and the industry is in 
real difficulty.  It has been suggested to me a number of times that both the airlines represented 
here are very well resourced financially and in a better position than many industries to survive 
through this significant downturn.  I would welcome a comment on that.

Recently, Oxford University produced a paper on Covid recovery investments, such as green 
deal investments, and multipliers, in other words, the returns on those investments and opportu-
nities to decarbonise as part of those investments.  About 200 economists and heads of finance 
contributed to the paper.  It suggests that state investment in airlines will be required to protect 
the many jobs in the sector but as part of that investment, there should be a recognition that the 
airline industry needs to play its part in addressing climate change and that objectives on emis-
sion reductions or offsetting should and could be part of that investment.  There has been much 
talk about the climate action Bill.  We know that every industry has a role to play in reducing 
emissions.  The Government must ensure that the journey to carbon neutrality protects jobs and 
creates many new jobs.  There is a huge opportunity for investment in industries that may have a 
poor emissions record.  I am sure that those airline industries that are modern, forward-thinking, 
successful and have an excellent safety record would want to join us on the journey to reduce 
carbon emissions.  Should State investment in airlines have more ambitious targets for carbon 
emission reduction or offsetting?  Are the airlines willing to agree to that?

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Joe Carey): The Deputy has asked a number of questions.

Deputy  Steven Matthews: I asked two questions about a more ambitious reduction in 
emissions.

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Joe Carey): Who does the Deputy want to answer his ques-
tions?

Deputy  Steven Matthews: The two representatives of the airlines, Mr. Doyle and Mr. Wil-
son, but any of the witnesses can comment.
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Mr. Sean Doyle: Aer Lingus is very committed to a sustainable business model for aviation 
and believes in taking proactive action.  We were the first group globally to commit to carbon 
net-zero by 2050.  We are committing to, I believe, a 30% reduction by 2030.

The Deputy’s point about the resilience of airlines is linked to the sustainability agenda.  Al-
though Ryanair and Aer Lingus were very strong financially coming into the crisis, this crisis is 
unprecedented in terms of its impact.  The impact of the attacks on 11 September 2001 and the 
global financial crisis are dwarfed by the scale of the pandemic.  The sooner we come out of the 
crisis and start trading and generating cash again, the sooner we will have the balance sheets to 
re-equip our fleets with modern aircraft.  We are very committed to modern aircraft.  We have 
taken delivery of new generation A321neo aircraft and we have more coming.  All of that is 
linked to the ability of the airlines to trade again.  The industry is going through a seismic shock 
over an unprecedented period.  The sooner we get the industry back on its feet, the sooner we 
will be able to invest in the sustainability initiatives the Deputy described.

Mr. Eddie Wilson: Ryanair has the lowest carbon emissions on a per passenger basis and 
the youngest short-haul fleet in Europe.  I am always taken aback by the disproportionate flak 
that aviation takes on these things.  Aviation is responsible for, I think, around 2% of global 
emissions and is probably the most responsible industry in trying to work towards reducing that 
even further.  Much of this is being played out in the current Covid-19 crisis, with 2% - the same 
figure again - of infections attributed to aviation.  This is a fraction of the infection rates, yet we 
have this disproportionate focus on airlines to solve problems.  The only reason this issue comes 
up is that Air France, Lufthansa and KLM, in an effort to get extra money from taxpayers of the 
order of about €30 billion, are making some big promises about climate action and might trade 
in some of their gas-guzzling aircraft.  What we would want to say in Ireland is that we should 
be mindful that we have two private airlines that are well capitalised and do not require state 
bailouts, whereas there are bailouts going on elsewhere - €11 billion in Germany, €7 billion 
in the Netherlands and €3 billion in Italy in illegal state aid - and those companies will come 
back for more, probably by early next year.  In this crisis, 50% of long-haul aircraft and 25% 
of short-haul aircraft have been mothballed already in Europe.  That is the crisis.  We have an 
island mentality on this issue.  We are in-----

Acting Chairman  (Deputy  Joe Carey): I am very sorry but we must move on.

Deputy  Duncan Smith: I will ask a group of questions first, after which I hope to have 
some time to ask Ms Considine a question.  My first question is for Mr. Philips, Mr. Doyle and 
Mr. Wilson.

At the start of this crisis, we did not know a lot about the virus and there was a great deal 
of hysteria about it in the airline industry.  From early summer, we realised that we needed to 
prepare a plan to get the aviation industry back up and running.  A part of this multi-system 
approach would be testing.  I was a member of the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 
which discussed this issue from early summer until last week.  I note that testing was mentioned 
in all of the submissions.  The Minister for Health, Deputy Donnelly, indicated that we would 
move towards random testing at the start of August, which was two months ago.  Where were 
the blockages to introducing some kind of testing regime at or around airports as part of a strat-
egy?  Where have the witnesses seen the blockages?  

Mr. Dalton Philips: The incidence of confirmed cases in the country coming from foreign 
travel was 20 over the past 14 days.  We have brought in 140,000 passengers in the last 14 days 
so the incidence rate is well under 1%.  To answer the question, we have advocated for a test-
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ing regime to be in place.  We were before this committee in July but we do not set the criteria.  
They are set by the Government with the input of NPHET and other key stakeholders.  We are 
ready to go.  We have the capacity to do testing and we have teams ready.  We believe that PCR 
is not the ideal solution but it is a start.  If we prove the concept with PCR, in time we will be 
able to move to LAMP testing and then antigen testing.

Deputy  Duncan Smith: I agree that there is no silver bullet.  We all know that.  This is all 
about risk mitigation, increasing confidence and reducing the stigma about travel.  People would 
be more confident travelling after talking to family and neighbours who have gone through a 
testing regime.  I ask Mr. Doyle to comment on that.

Mr. Sean Doyle: We have called for a testing regime for the last two months.  We have been 
trying to engage and we are ready to engage.  We are now beginning to see that debate take 
place in the right Departments but it needs very quick alignment.

Back in April and May, Ryanair and Aer Lingus established a reassurance framework to 
make sure travel was safe.  We did that very effectively in about two weeks.  We took control of 
what was in the protocol issued by the European Union Aviation Safety Agency and implement-
ed it.  We have had a zero level of onboard transmissions since we executed that.  This industry 
can get stuff done and we are ready and waiting to get stuff done.  The airports and airlines can 
deploy a lot of resources and capability but we need Government will to unblock this.

We should not lose sight of the fact that testing is part of the solution in the EU framework 
but the biggest single enabler would be the adoption of the simple protocols for green and 
amber, which do not require testing.  Let us not get distracted by testing being the silver bullet 
on 13 October.  There are big steps forward that we can take just be adopting the protocol as 
outlined. 

Deputy  Duncan Smith: I thank the witnesses for their replies.  It is incredible that the 
capacity and teams are ready but the Government has not pushed forward on this matter, espe-
cially when the jobs of so many workers hanging by a thread.  That is quite incredible.

Ms Considine’s opening statement is pretty stark and I know there has been much financial 
turmoil and difficulty with the Shannon group.  The workers have taken a 20% pay cut across 
the board in the past month.  Is Ms Considine confident that the pay cut is in compliance with 
the Payment of Wages Act 1991, the State Airports Act 2004 and the State Airports (Shannon 
Group) Act 2014?  I refer to these being in line with discussions with worker representatives.

Ms Mary Considine: As already stated, since the onset of the pandemic we have taken 
very difficult measures to deal with the significant fall in revenues across the group.  In all those 
measures we have endeavoured at all times to maintain as much employment as possible, keep 
our airport operational and keep our sites open in heritage and across the group.  The Deputy is 
referring specifically to the airport.

Deputy  Duncan Smith: Yes.

Ms Mary Considine: At the onset of the pandemic, we implemented measures such as re-
duced working hours and, unfortunately, we had to temporarily lay off some of our staff.  At all 
times we have tried to maintain as much employment as possible.  In early July we outlined a 
range of measures to our employees, including a number of options like career breaks, reduced 
working hours and a voluntary severance scheme.  We advised that we would be implementing 
a temporary reduction in pay, effective from 1 September.  That only applies to staff paid more 
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than €30,000, so we tried to protect lower-paid staff.

Deputy  Duncan Smith: Does it apply to the management?

Ms Mary Considine: Yes, it applies to all management.  We tried to protect lower-paid 
staff on €30,000 or below.  It applies to staff in full-time employment but not to those already 
on reduced working hours.

It is difficult and these are exceptional circumstances.  We are in a crisis.  Our traffic was 
down 91% in September so we were operating at 9% of activity levels but we are endeavour-
ing to maintain 80% of pay.  It is very challenging from a financial perspective.  I outlined this 
morning the devastation the pandemic has caused and we are trying to deal we that as effec-
tively as we can.

Deputy  Duncan Smith: I thank the witnesses.

Deputy  Michael Lowry: I have a few comments and it is a pity the Minister and Minister 
of State were not present to hear the presentations made by the key stakeholders in the industry.  
They should be informed and they could learn a lot.  This exercise is futile without the presence 
of the relevant Ministers.

Everybody in the country knows that the pandemic has hammered our health system and the 
economy.  It has badly damaged the spirit of the people and it has certainly crippled airlines and 
the aviation industry.  The problem rests with the Government.  We made a huge mistake in the 
unilateral approach that was taken, with a restrictive and rigid regime being imposed.  Ours is 
an island country and it depends on connectivity.  We took the wrong decisions.

I was very disappointed hearing from the Minister and Minister of State that they are still 
talking about a testing regime seven months after the crisis emerged.  I have massive sympathy 
for Aer Lingus and Ryanair, as they have consistently argued that if they were not afforded 
some flexibility, they would have problems.  Aer Lingus and Ryanair are strong but no com-
pany could withstand the stalemate that has been evident in the travel sector over the past seven 
months.  No matter how strong they are, airlines are teetering on the edge and the workforce is 
paying the price.

Airport authorities are on the brink of collapse.  There is anger, fear and trepidation in the 
workforce across the aviation sector.  The position of Shannon and Cork is particularly acute.  
In my region, Shannon is the driver of the mid west in business, enterprise, tourism and hospi-
tality.  I was in Shannon and it is frightening to walk through it now; it is deserted.  How long 
can we sustain this or keep this failed policy that we have been implementing?

If we do not put in place a testing regime, we will not restore public confidence or get people 
back on aircraft.  We need a quick, efficient, reliable and authentic testing system.  The sooner 
we can sign up to that, the better.  It is disturbing that the Minister told us this morning that he 
is not sure we will have an agreement on 13 October and we are not sure what kind of testing 
system Ireland will put in place.

This committee must ensure that the Government agrees to adopt the European Union travel 
framework.  We must also ensure it adopts the aviation recovery task force recommendations 
and that it provides a substantial stimulus funding package taking in ongoing revenue and capi-
tal projects.  That should apply to all our regional airports and particularly Cork and Shannon.
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Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): There are couple of minutes left and the next slot 
is for Fianna Fáil.

Senator  Timmy Dooley: I thank the witnesses for their presentations.  Mr. Wilson and Mr. 
Doyle have put it clearly to us that from a political perspective, they want to see the European 
framework being adopted.  That is our challenge.  As a political body, we can ensure this hap-
pens but will the witnesses make commitments to the future services at Shannon in particular, 
as it is in my constituency?

Ms Considine indicated a necessity for Government support but will she clarify if she is 
getting the required support from the Government?  Will she clarify some of the issues around 
Shannon Heritage?  There was a proposal from the Government to provide funding of €2.4 mil-
lion but it now seems the Department of Transport will only provide approximately €550,000 
from that.  Will she clarify the position as she understands it?

Ms Mary Considine: Shannon Heritage is a commercial entity and the business has been 
devastated by the impact of the lack of international visitors to the country.  We have had to 
make difficult decisions.  We were looking at a really bleak winter and on the back of that and 
an 80% drop in international visitors, we made a submission to the Government to seek funding 
to cover operational losses and capital funding of the business through to next year in the hope 
there would be a pick-up in international visitors.  The figure referred to by the Senator relate to 
operational losses and capital funding required for the period from July to the end of December.

In consultation with officials, our understanding is the Government is committed to the 
funding to cover incremental losses of keeping those sites open from September through to the 
end of December.  That funding is welcome as it allows us to keep Bunratty Castle and King 
John’s Castle open.  The funding we sought was for the entire heritage portfolio but those two 
sites will be kept open, with those people kept in employment.  This is all subject to the restric-
tions and the level 3 restriction imposed last night means that once again, King John’s Castle 
must be temporarily shut until the end of October.  There are a number of moving parts.

Mr. Sean Doyle: We have already published our summer schedule for Shannon and we 
are keen to operate the North Atlantic routes and reinstate the Heathrow route.  We have made 
our ambition clear.  If the common travel area was open to unrestricted movement, we would 
certainly look at reinstating the Heathrow service earlier than next summer.  We have people at 
Shannon who are ready to be reinstated if the policies support such action.  The aviation task 
force was looking at supports to stimulate demand, and these are an important part of what is 
needed to get back on our feet.

Mr. Eddie Wilson: The winter schedule comes into effect in the next three weeks.  The 
political decisions needed to be taken weeks ago.  If the amber list included the common travel 
area, including the UK, it would go a long way towards keeping Cork and Shannon open.  I 
am not hopeful for that for the winter because ultimately this is about demand and, from what 
I have seen today, I do not see any action from the Government that is decisive about adopting 
this EU list.  The Government could do it today.  Tomorrow, the Government will release a list 
that states that we cannot travel anywhere in the European Union.  It could publish the EU list 
tomorrow.  It is in the paperwork.  It has already been decided by the European Centre for Dis-
ease Prevention and Control.  The Government can adopt that, just as it decided to move out of 
the European framework in July, and that would go some way towards saving airports.  I do not 
see that happening and I am not hopeful about Cork and Shannon for this winter.
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Senator  Jerry Buttimer: We should not let Mr. Wilson just conclude on that point.  It is 
important that we, as members-----

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): Unfortunately-----

Senator  Jerry Buttimer: Can I make a point?

Deputy  Cathal Crowe: If time is cut for our group, it is cut for everyone.  We have to be 
fair here.  The Senator is hogging time that we would all like to use.

Senator  Jerry Buttimer: I am not.  I am trying to extend the meeting.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): We just cannot.

Deputy  James O’Connor: On a point of order, might it be appropriate for the committee 
to consider having a second meeting to follow up with any individuals?  It is important-----

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): I have no difficulty at all but because of Covid 
restrictions, we have to be out of the room now.

Deputy  James O’Connor: I appreciate that.

Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): That is all I am doing.  I thank the witnesses for 
attending and for their engagement with the committee.  We will issue a report in respect of 
these proceedings and send it to Government.  We take on board the witnesses’ concerns and 
listen to what they have to say.

The joint committee adjourned at 1.35 p.m. until 2 p.m. on Thursday, 8 October 2020.


