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SEANAD EIREANN

Dé Céadaoin, 12 Mdrta 2008.
Wednesday, 12 March 2008.

Chuaigh an Cathaoirleach i gceannas ar
10.30 a.m.

Paidir.
Prayer.

Business of Seanad.

An Cathaoirleach: I have received notice from
Senator Jim Walsh that, on the motion for the
Adjournment of the House today, he proposes to
raise the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Transport to
make a statement on the recent RTE investig-
ative analysis into the 2002 report, and in part-
icular the deficiencies identified therein, as
regards the Aer Lingus Viscount air crash at
Tuskar Rock in 1968.

I have also received notice from Senator Cecelia
Keaveney of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for the Envir-
onment, Heritage and Local Government to
review with the Department of Health and
Children the possibility of having a medical
support or medical dimension incorporated in
the voluntary housing scheme, given the age
profile of the occupants.

I regard the matters raised as suitable for dis-
cussion on the Adjournment and they will be
taken at the conclusion of business.

Order of Business.

Senator Donie Cassidy: The Order of Business
is No. 1, Finance Bill 2008 — Second Stage; No.
2 Passports Bill 2007 — Committee Stage; and
No. 3, Private Members’ Bill, Protection of
Employees (Agency Workers)(No. 2) Bill 2008 —
Second Stage. It is proposed that No. 1 be taken
at the conclusion of the Order of Business and
adjourned not later than 3.30 p.m., if not pre-
viously concluded, spokespersons may speak for
ten minutes and all other Senators for eight
minutes, and Senators may share time with the
agreement of the house; No. 2 to be taken not
earlier than 3.30 p.m. and to adjourn at 5.00 p.m.,
if not previously concluded, spokespersons to
speak for 12 minutes and all other Senators for
eight minutes, and Senators may share time with
the agreement of the House; No. 3 to be taken at
the conclusion of No. 2 and to conclude not later
than 7.00 p.m — No. 1 to resume if not previously
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concluded. The business of the House to be inter-
rupted between 1.30 p.m. and 2.00 p.m.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: Many people will
have heard RTE’s report this morning on the fig-
ures obtained under the Freedom of Information
Act, showing that €560,000 was spent last year on
the trips by Ministers for St. Patrick’s Day. Quot-
ing figures spent abroad does not always do
service to the work that can be done. Nonethe-
less, anyone listening to this morning’s report
would recognise the excess. If the same attention
to detail and standards was paid by Ministers to
our public services, they would serve the public
well. As regards the trips abroad, I want to
mention the Taoiseach’s visit to the United States
this year, where he plans to attend a dinner with
a sexist all-male organisation the Friendly Sons of
St. Patrick, based in Lackawanna,
Pennsylvania

Senator Jerry Buttimer: There will be a dig-out
there as well.

An Cathaoirleach: Senator Fitzgerald without
interruption, please.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: There will be a lack
of women at the dinner. I notice that recently a
judge in that area boycotted the organisation.
The only point I make is that I would have hoped,
in an era when we have brought in equality legis-
lation in recent years, the Taoiseach would have
made a different choice when choosing to rep-
resent us in the United States than an organis-
ation with an all-male membership policy, despite
the charitable work which I am aware it does. It is
a poor choice and I hope it will not be repeated.

I want to raise another issue that is of concern
to all of us, namely, the cost of child care. This
matter has been discussed here on a number of
occasions. Many Members will be aware that
child care facilities have been hit with very high
rates demands in recent weeks. An example in
my area is Fonthill Lodge creche in Lucan, which
paid €10,145 in rates in 2007, but has seen an
increase of 85% to €17,845. This is causing major
concern because of the impact it will have on run-
ning child care facilities. The possibility exists to
exempt child care units of this type because they
are educational facilities. The National Children’s
Nurseries Association, NCNA, is meeting the
Minister later this week to express its concern and
I ask the Leader, and the deputy Leader, to raise
the matter with the Minister for the Environment,
Heritage and Local Government in order that the
issue might be looked at and consideration given
to excluding child care facilities and creches from
these high rates demands on the grounds that
they are educational facilities. This would make
sense, certainly for parents who pay so much for
child care facilities.
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Senator Joe O’Toole: In terms of the cost of
travel, there were two items on “RTE News” this
morning. One was the cost of sending Ministers
abroad and the exorbitant cost of hiring a full
aeroplane and canvassing all over Europe to send
a few asylum seekers back to Africa. The latter
cost double the price of sending the Ministers
abroad. RTE should get its act together on the
relative importance of issues, if it believes the
second item on the news should be about Mini-
sters going abroad for St. Patrick’s Day. I am a
disinterested party in this. I would not want to
waste my St. Patrick’s Day by watching a parade
in a distant city and drinking green beer after-
wards with the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick, or
whatever. I am grateful to those Ministers who
give their time to doing that. It is crucially
important work that goes with the ministerial
portfolio. It is important culturally and in terms
of diplomacy, business, the national profile, tour-
ism development and connecting to our diaspora,
including emigrant groups, around the world.
This work should and must be done by Ministers
and I offer them my full support. RTE should
consider this and ask whether the money is well
spent — I certainly believe it is.

I take Senator Fitzgerald’s point that the
groups the Ministers meet bear some re-examin-
ation, but that is a slightly different issue. On the
weekend of St. Patrick’s Day abroad, people feel
more Irish. T was railroaded into duty in this
regard once when I happened to be in a foreign
country that a Minister was not able to visit. The
embassy officials and the Irish-connected Vice
President of that country, who knew I was
present, urged me to review the parade, which I
did to my extraordinary embarrassment. I admire
the Ministers who give up their St. Patrick’s
weekend for this kind of stuff.

The Director of Corporate Enforcement, Paul
Appleby, has raised again the difficulty he is hav-
ing in implementing our legislation requiring that
we deal with directors who, for various reasons,
have acted recklessly. I refer to people who, for
some reason, have been found by the courts not
to be fit persons for the office of director. Mr.
Appleby feels he has not the authority to
implement the legislation. I have a vested interest
in this matter because, some years ago, I chaired
the audit review group that produced recom-
mendations on this matter. Mr. Paul Appleby was
the secretary in the secretariat at the time and I
worked very closely with him. The easiest way to
deal with this matter is to ask the Minister of
State at the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Employment, Deputy John McGuinness, who
deals with this area and who has recently dis-
cussed regulation in the House, to indicate the
needs in this area and explain how the legislation
works, if it is workable, such that we can be sure
that those acting as directors are fit to do so. He
should state whether the legislation needs to be
changed.
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Senator Dominic Hannigan: I was surprised
and shocked to learn of the amount of effort it
took to deport the Africans yesterday. One was
deported from Ireland, four from France and one
from Italy, amounting to a total of six, yet they
were accompanied on the jet by 25 police officers,
or one for each limb, at a purported cost of more
than €100,000. This clearly does not represent
value for money and I therefore ask the Leader
to have the Minister state whether he will review
the procedures for deportations.

Like Senator Fitzgerald, I want to raise the
issue of the cost of St. Patrick’s Day visits. I agree
completely that they represent a fantastic oppor-
tunity to promote Ireland. I was on a trip to
London two years ago for the St. Patrick’s Day
parade and was lucky enough to be on the view-
ing stand in Trafalgar Square. The cost of my visit
was less than €100 and I am therefore perplexed
regarding why we need to send a Minister to Italy
at a cost of €1,600 per night. Many of us have
been to Italy and will realise that one can obtain
fantastic rooms for a fifth of that price. Another
Minister spent €19,000 on car hire on a trip to
California. One can buy a car for that price. This
again does not represent value for money. At
such rates, it would be cheaper to get the Garda
to deport the Ministers.

Senator Terry Leyden: On the annual chestnut
of the visits abroad by Ministers on St. Patrick’s
Day, one must realise such visits result in a very
good return for the investment made. I was a
guest of the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick in 1989
or 1990 and the group raised $20,000 for the
County Roscommon Association for the Men-
tally Handicapped.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: That does not jus-
tify it. The group excludes women.

Senator Terry Leyden: The group built Cherry
House and there was no discrimination between
boys and girls in the school.

The Leader and I were in Canada in the year
in question and, as far as I can recall, the Leader
led the parade. This contributed greatly to tour-
ism from overseas.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: I am not against
that but it does not justify the trip.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Another junket.
Senator Terry Leyden: There is a certain envy
in this regard: we are in, they are out, and we

are there.

An Cathaoirleach: The Senator should speak
on the Order of Business.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Senator Leyden likes
junkets. Did he ever pay for a taxi?
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Senator Terry Leyden: When does the Leader
expect the 28th amendment to the Constitution
to be debated in the House? Does he know the
date of the referendum on the Lisbon reform
treaty? I feel it will be held at some time towards
the end of May, probably on 29 May, or 6 June.
It is better to deal with it as quickly as possible
and have a full debate thereon.

In the legislation on the Lisbon treaty, our
stance on neutrality is clear. This old chestnut has
been brought up again by those who are opposed
to the treaty. Neutrality and corporation tax are
excluded and the treaty will not affect them. It is
vitally important to note that there will be no
change to our position on the legalisation of abor-
tion in Ireland. At a meeting of the Council of
Europe in Paris yesterday, which I attended on
behalf of the Oireachtas, there was a debate on a
report by Austrian rapporteur Gisela Wurm of
the Socialist Group. I proposed that the report,
entitled “Access to Safe and Legal Abortion in
Europe”, not be debated. A vote was taken and
the result was 21 votes to three in favour. One
member abstained. The report will now be
debated at the plenary session in Strasbourg on
14 April. Regardless of whether it is accepted by
the Council of Europe, which has 47 member
states, it has no jurisdiction whatsoever, good,
bad or indifferent, as far as the Republic of
Ireland is concerned. Our constitutional amend-
ment of 1983 and amendments thereafter state
clearly that this State will not allow abortion
within its shores. I want to make this clear in case
anyone is trying to be mischievous——

An Cathaoirleach: The Senator has made his
point well. Other speakers want to contribute

Senator Terry Leyden: I just want to ensure
that no mischievous individual lends credence to
the report because it has been prepared by the
Council of Europe. It has no jurisdiction in the
Republic of Ireland. If it is adopted, I and all
eight delegates from Ireland will fight strongly
against it at the plenary session in Strasbourg. It
should not and will not have any effect whatso-
ever on the Lisbon reform treaty. I put this on
the record because there are those who will make
every possible effort to prevent us from passing
and endorsing the treaty, which is the best
interest of the citizens of this State.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Last week, the Minister
for Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Deputy
Michedl Martin, accepted that the abolition of the
groceries order has not resulted in a reduction in
the price of groceries. Members will be aware
that the abolition was effected following promises
from the Competition Authority and the likes of
Eddie Hobbs and a few others that consumers
would each save up to €1,000 per annum. Such
claims have now proven to be bogus and without
foundation. The Minister did not associate him-
self with such promises but, unfortunately, he
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acted as a ringmaster in a circus charade to get
rid of the important legislation.

The legislation helped to regulate the relation-
ship between large retailers and suppliers. Sadly,
I have heard accounts from suppliers that “hello
money” has been reintroduced. The practice of
demanding “hello money” was banned and there
is now talk that it is featuring again. Suppliers are
being forced to pay rental for shelf space in shops,
which is wrong. I would like to hear the views of
the Minister on this because the train has gone
off the rails. The only effect of the abolition of
the groceries order is the reduction in the price
of alcohol. As we know, alcohol is being used as
a loss leader and is being sold below cost, thereby
leading to a lack of competition. This is having
disastrous effects and I would like to hear from
the Leader in this regard.

I also strongly support the call by Senator
O’Toole to strengthen the powers of Mr. Paul
Appleby, the Director of Corporate Enforce-
ment, who I understand spoke again yesterday
about the disqualification of directors in certain
instances where they had proved to have acted
with price-sensitive information, in other words,
to have participated actively in insider trading.
There is something wrong if there were findings
of the courts and there are still persons against
whom a sanction cannot be imposed where it
should be. In so far as we can, I support that call
to strengthen the powers, if necessary, of the
Director of Corporate Enforcement. I join in the
request to have the Minister of State at the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employ-
ment, Deputy McGuinness, come into the House
and have a debate on the matter.

Senator Dan Boyle: I was going to bring up a
point Senator Coghlan has just raised and call for
a debate on the Competition Authority. The
report of the authority was issued in recent weeks
and there is an ongoing review of the Compe-
tition Act 2002. It would be a good service to the
House if we were to have such a debate. There
are questions about the remit of the Competition
Authority, the fact it has grown from its original
functions and has a budget much larger than it
used have, and yet its productivity seems to have
decreased in terms of the number of warrants it
has issued and the number of witnesses it sum-
mons yearly. The issue Senator Coghlan brought
up raises questions about the effectiveness of the
Competition Authority and we could have a
debate on how it might be better structured. It
also fits in with requests made at Order of Busi-
ness by other Senators on the number of regu-
lators, the degree of regulation and the effect on
competitiveness.

I also call for a debate on marine research. I
do so in the context of the unfortunate fire last
night at Haulbowline naval base where there was
a research centre run by University College Cork
doing excellent work. The importance of marine
research and its future value to the economy
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needs to overcome setbacks such as this and a
debate in this House will help the direction of
that in the future. If such time could be made
available, it would be a good use of the time of
this House.

Senator Phil Prendergast: I ask that the Mini-
ster for Health and Children, Deputy Harney,
attend this House to discuss the issue of maternity
services. A review was to be completed last year
in the Dublin area. In that area last year there
were 8,504 deliveries for 15 delivery beds in the
Coombe Hospital, there were 8,540 deliveries for
ten delivery beds in Holles Street, there were
8,256 deliveries for nine beds in the Rotunda and
there were 1,556 deliveries for five beds in Mount
Carmel. That is a total of 26,856 babies born
through 39 delivery beds in the whole of Dublin
which is quite an achievement for all the women
concerned. A review was to be completed in
December and that has not happened yet. There
was to be also a countrywide review of the
maternity services. I would be interested in the
Minister coming to the House to discuss this
issue.

While the Minister is at that, a review of the
ambulance services was to be completed last year
as well and we have not received any notice of
that being done. I am especially interested in the
provision of ambulance services for rural towns
such as Carrick-on-Suir, which does not have one,
and like-sized towns too. That is important to
people in my part of the country.

I also want a debate in the House at some stage
on motor insurance for young people. While all
road deaths are terribly regrettable, on the matter
of insurance a mere 2% of deaths involve young
people who are provisional licence holders and
under 25. A debate on the insurance issue is over-
due. I would be delighted if the Leader could
accommodate that.

Senator Eoghan Harris: [ strongly support
Senator O’Toole’s remarks about the question of
politicians’ trips. Normally, I find myself in agree-
ment with Senator Fitzgerald on almost every-
thing. I understand that in the pursuit of prudent
expenditure of public money she would want to
look out for that, and quite rightly so. I want to
deal with the more general point. I have noticed
in recent times, perhaps because of a touch of
recession, that we have got to the stage where a
kind of taxi-driver culture is prevailing in Ireland
about politics whereby one must almost apologise
for being in politics. That is a very bad habit that
I am old enough to remember dates back to the
foundation of the State. I can remember the old
garrison mentality where people asked what
would one want with that Parliament, why are
they cocking themselves up there in Dublin and
who do they think they are.

It is bad for us as a group to indulge that kind
of populism. We are what we are, we are worth
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our money and we do our work. A cost-benefit
analysis of attending the St. Patrick’s Day parade
would show that in terms of public relations, tour-
ism and international exposure, they are the best
value for money trips ever made. I speak as one
who does not go on them. I would rather cut my
foot off with a chainsaw than visit the Friendly
Sons of St. Patrick.

Senator Paul Coghlan: A bit extreme though.

Senator Eoghan Harris: Not everyone likes to
travel. People speak of travel nowadays as if it
were a luxury to get on a plane. Everyone travels
nowadays. Such trips are quite hard work for the
people concerned and are tiring. Nobody who is
past the age of 24 wants to be flying around the
world to meet the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick. It
is necessary work for the Irish people.

It is bad for politicians to indulge the kind of
populism and pettiness to which [ referred
because it becomes a habit. RTE now follows the
BBC in everything. Since the BBC is searching
through people employing their relatives, then
straightaway it must be done in Ireland. One
would think they would come up with something
original in the way of pursuing the expenditure
of public money than repeating everything that is
done in the BBC.

I remember years ago when I first joined RTE
that with my first pay cheque I bought an old
Mercedes from the great Labour Party TD, Sean
Dunne. I always wanted to have a Mercedes; it
cost £50. I felt obliged to ask him why he, as a
Labour Party TD, was driving a Mercedes. He
replied that when he drove down to Meath to
meet the big farmers, he wanted them to know
there was someone serious in a car coming to
meet them. He made no apologies.

A few years later another Labour Party poli-
tician was targeted in Phoenix for having what it
called a “yacht”. It was a small 12 ft. dinghy with
a centreboard, but he was so intimidated that he
seriously thought of selling it. Stop this kind of
colonial populism and fear of being politicians.
Stand up and be proud.

Senator Ann Ormonde: Hear, hear.

Senator David Norris: I cannot possibly match
Senator Eoghan Harris.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Go on. Try.

Senator David Norris: That was the most splen-
did piece of rhetoric but I agree with the thrust
of what he said. Ireland Inc. needs to be rep-
resented. The publicity that is gained, the high-
lighting of our success, our industry and every-
thing of which we can be proud is an important
function of Government and we should not be
cheese-paring about it.

People need to arrive in good condition. I am
a member of the Joint Committee on Foreign
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Affairs. I have not been on one of its visits or
trips — what the newspapers call junkets — for
quite a number of years, but we discussed the
question of transport. All members, including the
Fine Gael members, agreed that whereas it was
reasonable for short trips to look at taking a more
modest place in the aeroplane, for very long trips
when one is expected to arrive and go immedi-
ately into a press conference, it is important to
have as much comfort as possible to be efficient,
not to be luxurious.

I also laughed when Senator Harris referred to
the garrison mentality and the idea of who do
they think they are. I must admit I came across a
certain amount of that in my family. On the day
I was elected to this august House, my elderly
aunt had to be informed. I telephoned her and
she said wearily that she could not understand
why I wanted to mix with those people. She had
not thought of what they thought about of having
to mix with me and I was in those days a very
controversial figure in Irish public life.

A Senator: Some things never change.

An Cathaoirleach: Please ask a question to the
Leader on the Order of Business.

Senator David Norris: I support strongly
Senator Coghlan on the matter of the groceries
order. A number of us stood up against its abol-
ition stating nothing would change or prices
would increase and that commercial life,
especially for small business people, would be
seriously damaged. I believe that has happened.
Even worse, it has facilitated alcoholic drink
offers if not below-cost selling of alcohol. We
need to look at this again. Those of us who raised
questions about it at that time have been extra-
ordinarily justified by the statement by the Mini-
ster for Enterprise, Trade and Employment,
Deputy Martin. In fact, Senator Coghlan antici-
pated something I was going to say.

Owing to other matters, I did not get an oppor-
tunity yesterday, which was the first sitting day
after the appalling event, to raise the slaughter of
students in Yeshiva in Jerusalem. I
am critical of the Israeli state. I am
critical of the settlers — Yeshiva has
connections with the settlers — but that is abso-
lutely no justification to go into what is effectively
a school and slaughter innocent young people. |
unreservedly condemn it. I put this in a press
statement I issued, but it has never been taken
up. I do not believe I can be pilloried, as I some-
times am, as being unfair and not even-minded
with regard to this situation when routinely this
kind of material is not taken up by the press. It
was also a tragic day for Palestinians because they
have an unanswerable moral case about the con-
ditions in Gaza and the disproportionate use of
military intervention against them. The action of
that lone gunman in Jerusalem has made the posi-
tion of persons like myself who wish to fight for

11 o’clock
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their human rights immensely more difficult. T
extend my sympathies to the families of those
young people whose lives were so wilfully taken
from them.

Senator Ivor Callely: I wish to express my con-
cern about the deteriorating humanitarian, politi-
cal and economic situation in Zimbabwe. I draw
the attention of the House to recent releases from
the aid agencies indicating widespread shortages
of food and medical supplies. Public services have
collapsed. Hospital services and medical supports
are non-existent. There is hyper-inflation, wide-
spread poverty and high mortality rates. There is
no doubt that Zimbabwe is in crisis.

I draw Members’ attention to No. 31 on the
Order Paper. An amendment has been tabled to
that motion, but I do not know if the proposers
of the amendment intend to press it. I ask if the
House would agree to adopt the motion without
debate if the amendment is not pushed. Mr.
Mugabe was disputedly re-elected in 2002. In
light of the fact that presidential elections are due
to be held on 29 March, surely there should be
monitoring by European and other international
leaders. I ask the Leader if we can approve the
motion without debate and press the Minister for
Foreign Affairs, Deputy Dermot Ahern, and
other leaders to monitor closely what is hap-
pening in Zimbabwe.

I concur with Senator Phil Prendergast regard-
ing maternity services. The enhancement and
development of services has been on the agenda
for a considerable time. I refer particularly to
services in Dublin, where no development has
been proposed. I would welcome the opportunity
to discuss this matter with the Minister.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: I join Senator
Fitzgerald in raising the issue of foreign travel by
Ministers. I do not have any difficulty with Mini-
sters going abroad, but the general populace
would be appalled at the cost of VIP lounges and
taxi fares. When RTE asked what benefit accrued
from this, there was no answer from the Depart-
ments. Let us have accountability regarding
foreign trips. By all means, let us use them to pro-
mote Ireland and the Irish diaspora who like to
see Ministers, but how many members of the
diaspora would know the junior Ministers who
visit them?

Yesterday 1 raised the issue of neurology
services and I ask the Leader to invite the Mini-
ster for Health and Children to the House to dis-
cuss this matter. The HSE who commissioned the
report on the strategic review of neurology and
clinical neurological services has not yet pub-
lished the report. That is a crying shame. I ask
the Leader to intercede with the Minister to
ensure the report, currently with the HSE, is
published.

I also ask the Leader to raise with the Minister
for Justice, Equality and Law Reform the appal-
ling cost of the deportation which Senator
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Hannigan raised yesterday. The cost of €100,000
is absolutely immoral. Perhaps the Comptroller
and Auditor General will carry out a review of
deportation costs. That €100,000 would pay for a
neuro surgeon. It is an appalling indictment of the
way the Government has dragged its feet.

Senator Déirdre de Biirca: I wish to express my
concern that Dublin Port Tunnel was closed again
yesterday for several hours owing to problems
which arose, causing major traffic congestion in
the city centre. This is not the first time it has
happened. There have been a number of inci-
dents in the past couple of months which have
caused the closure of the tunnel. Yesterday the
tyre of a heavy goods vehicle travelling through
the tunnel went on fire. This caused the tunnel
to be closed for several hours. The procedures
undertaken seem to have taken far longer than
should have been required. Dublin has only one
tunnel, while other capital cities have many, yet
we seem to have ongoing problems with the man-
agement of emergencies that arise. The Minister
for Transport might address this issue when he
next visits the House and reassure Members that
these kinds of problems will not arise in the
future. There are serious knock-on effects and
gridlock which affects that part of the city and
traffic coming from the airport.

The attendance of the Minister for Health and
Children in this House has been requested by
other Senators. Perhaps we could have clarifica-
tion on cancer screening services. The chief
executive responsible for cancer screening
services stated yesterday at the Joint Committee
on Health and Children that the service does not
come under the employment and financial caps
that have been placed on the HSE and that the
cervical cancer screening programme will be
rolled out over the coming months. This summer
is the target date. Many Senators are very con-
cerned that we have had a number of false dawns
in relation to the delivery of the cancer screening
services. The Minister might clarify if it is the case
that cancer screening services come under the
budget of the HSE and whether there are limits
placed on that budget. I also seek confirmation
that we will see the roll-out of screening services
this summer.

Senator Paschal Donohoe: I wish to request a
number of debates. My first query relates to the
status of the Civil Law (Miscellaneous
Provisions) Bill which is on our programme for
later in the month. I refer to a clause in that Bill
which is causing a number of tenants leasing com-
mercial properties to be forced out of those
properties because the landlords are claiming the
powers of the tenants under the proposed legis-
lation will be great. A business in my constituency
which provides a very valuable service to a small
local community is gradually being strangled
because this legislation has not yet become law. I
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would be grateful if the Leader could give me an
update on that matter and do all he can to bring
the Bill before the House.

I had the privilege earlier in the week of tour-
ing the Dublin docklands area, most of which is
within my constituency. The development and
innovation there is extraordinary. I support earl-
ier calls for a debate on financial regulation. Most
of the innovative businesses providing employ-
ment in that part of our city are not covered by
domestic financial regulation. We have seen
recently in other countries the gaps in the govern-
ance of this area and the huge economic impact,
particularly in America. We would be well placed
to debate that issue, discuss what gaps there are
in that legislation and see if there is anything we
can do about it.

There is a need for a debate on the groceries
order. Prior to my entry into the Oireachtas, I
spent ten years working in the grocery business
and am very familiar with the debate on the abol-
ition of the groceries order and the impact it will
have on our economy and society. Two points
merit reinforcement. It always has been illegal for
a manufacturer to be asked to pay for shelf space
or listing.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Hear, hear.

Senator Paschal Donohoe: The groceries order
reinforced that. If any supplier in this country,
particularly a small domestic one, is asked by a
large multinational retailer to pay for its product
to be placed on the retailer’s shelf, it is an utter
indictment of what we have done with the grocer-
ies order. It is a very serious issue that will impact
on domestic employment across a period when
we will depend on it more than ever.

Senator Terry Leyden: Name and shame.

Senator Paschal Donohoe: I want to reinforce
the call that has been made for a debate on the
implementation of that new legislation.

I will conclude by making the point, which was
previously made by the Leader, that domestic
competitiveness will be probably the key point on
which we must act in the future. As such, the
groceries order deserved to be abolished.
However, what is in its place is not working and
we need a proper debate on it in this House.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Hear, hear. Well said.

Senator Cecilia Keaveney: 1 commend the
launch of the journal from the Centre for Cross-
Border Studies. It is another excellent production
by Andy Pollak and the rest of the group in Arm-
agh that is concerned with ongoing work between
the North and South. I know that Senator Leyden
raised the issue of the Lisbon treaty. We all know
that Europe has been extremely good to us in
respect of moneys for various things. One aspect
of that was the peace and reconciliation moneys,
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which were allied to the International Fund for
Ireland moneys, the American Ireland Fund
moneys and other sources of funding. These have
created structures on the ground for community
development. I ask the Leader whether we could
have an immediate discussion in the House about
how these structures will continue following the
withdrawal of outside funding. It was said this
morning that we are not in the peace process any-
more but are in the next phase. Therefore, it is
the national Government’s responsibility to
ensure that, in respect of structures that were set
up to support the development of communities
in areas where communities needed support and
structure, it will row in and supply the funding to
ensure these communities can continue. I know
there are up to 130 such community development
groups in Donegal.

I agree with Senator Harris about talking down
the role of politicians. I include Senators,
Deputies, Ministers and junior Ministers. In
respect of travel, I was chairman of an Oireachtas
committee for the past five years which produced
13 reports. Three of those reports cost the State
nothing, other than the cost of travel to some
areas to get more expertise. Instead of giving
money to consultants, our expertise was able to
create very good reports. For us to talk down the
value of our travelling abroad and what we might
learn or what other people abroad might learn
from us demeans us and our jobs, is wrong and
should not be stood over. I ask the Leader to find
out how many minutes of advertisement we
would get on prime time RTE television or radio
or in the national print media for €500,000.

Senator Nicky McFadden: I ask the Leader to
invite the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and
Food to the House to discuss the serous matter
of the way in which the EU Commissioner for
External Trade, Peter Mandelson, is talking
about Irish agriculture, particularly beef
producers.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Hear, hear.

Senator Nicky McFadden: If he is allowed to
continue, the repercussions for Irish farming are
very grave. The lifting of the ban on the import-
ation of Brazilian beef into Europe is very
serious. I attended a meeting last night with
members of the IFA. It will affect the changing
face of Irish culture if we are not careful. We
need to be serious about this issue and perhaps
the Leader would treat it with the seriousness it
deserves.

Senator Jim Walsh: I will not labour the point
but I support the points made by Senators
O’Toole, Norris and Harris about Ministers who
represent this country abroad. In this House, we
need, as Senator Harris said, to stand up for our-
selves and not always adopt the béal bocht. These
are the Houses of Parliament. There are enough
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people out there, many of whom have never
made a contribution to Irish life in any shape or
form, who will snipe sneeringly at us.

I am impressed by Senator Norris, a man who
will defend those who are poor. It is particularly
laudable given his class background, about which
he spoke, and the fact that VIP magazine voted
him “man of style”.

Senator Terry Leyden: Hear, hear.

Senator David Norris: Dustin for Eurovision,
Norris for fashion. We still have a sense of
humour.

An Cathaoirleach: We are dealing with the
Order of Business. We can have style some
other time.

Senator Jim Walsh: I very much welcome the
hint of republicanism I occasionally detect in a
man of Trinity College, which impresses me.

Senator David Norris: Only in France, not
here.

Senator Jim Walsh: I also support the call
made by Senator Boyle for a debate on the Com-
petition Authority, its effectiveness and the
restructuring that might be required. The auth-
ority is slow to deal with certain issues and to
target certain areas. Equally, there is an onus on
Government when it focuses on important areas
like the legal profession to take effective action.
I am more than slightly disappointed that the new
proposals coming forward are not for a com-
pletely independent and overarching body to
oversee barristers and solicitors. Many serious
issues have arisen in recent times in this regard.

In respect of the comments made about the
Director of Corporate Enforcement, it would be
timely to have a debate on this. Without doubt,
there should be good ethical standards in corpor-
ate governance in the private sector as well as in
the public sector. There have been reports
recently that the director has been using the
office to encourage examiners and liquidators to
take action against directors, possibly against the
wishes of those people. That responsibility rests
with the director and should not be delegated to
others who have a duty to perform in respect of
examinership and liquidations. Given the econ-
omic climate, there will be a need for those
people to operate effectively with the brief and
remit they have.

Senator Roéndn Mullen: I also welcome the
comments of Senators O’Toole, Harris and
Keaveney in respect of the valuable role played
by our Ministers on their visits abroad. I speak as
somebody who has not, to my knowledge, trav-
elled abroad at the expense of the State. I happen
to be involved in a charity in Argentina which
benefited greatly in terms of its work and status
within the community. The charity has two
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Cheshire Homes for people who suffer from
extreme physical and mental disability. It ben-
efited greatly from the visit of an Irish Minister.
It significantly enhanced the profile of that char-
ity here when it came to fund raising. The Mini-
sters deserve our thanks for that function.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: There are Cheshire
Homes in Cork.

Senator Ronan Mullen: I welcome that.

An Cathaoirleach: Senator Mullen, without
interruption.

Senator Rénan Mullen: I also welcome Senator
Harris’s general point about the rather negative
and carping attitude that exists towards poli-
ticians. It even infects those of great goodwill.
When I announced to my mother that I was run-
ning for the Seanad, she said, “I thought I told
you to wait until I was dead before you got
involved in politics”, which would have meant I
would be a very old man because there is quite a
degree of longevity on her side of the family. One
would nearly have to shoot some of them in the
end.

Senator Joe O’Toole: I am sorry to hear that.
(Interruptions).

An Cathaoirleach: Senator Mullen on the
Order of Business, please.

Senator Rénan Mullen: I should have broken
the bad news to Senator O’Toole in private. I
note Senator Leyden’s comments on the Lisbon
treaty. Whatever about the implications for abor-
tion, it probably will emerge in the course of our
debate that the Government has not done enough
to secure the primacy of Articles 40 to 44 of
Bunreacht na hEireann on a range of social
matters. There is a problem with competence
creep at European level, the latest example of
which is Commissioner Vladimir Spidla’s calling
into question of Ireland’s right to have exemp-
tions in our employment equality legislation to
allow institutions to protect their ethos. It is not
fear of foreigners that causes people to be wor-
ried about the European project, but fear of
diktat from Europe which should be properly
matters of national competence. That matter will
need to be debated as we approach the refer-
endum on the Lisbon treaty.

Senator Pearse Doherty: I point out to Senator
Walsh that many fine republicans who were scho-
lars of Trinity contributed to the creation of this
State.

Senator David Norris: Hear, hear.
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Senator Pearse Doherty: Next Monday mil-
lions of people will celebrate their Irishness not
only in Ireland but throughout the world. There
has been a debate about Ministers attending var-
ious countries. While it is right they should
attend, we should not have a carte blanche
approach to sending Ministers, Deputies and
Senators to every corner of the world. We should
weigh up any decision to ensure State money is
spent in the best interest of the State. On a
number of occasions I have asked that all the
Seanad party leaders and the leader of the Inde-
pendents should agree a joint motion on the need
to deal with 40,000 undocumented Irish emigrants
in America who find themselves in a very diffi-
cult situation.

Senator Mary M. White: Hear, hear.

Senator Pearse Doherty: Some people have
been deported in recent years and others are at
risk of being deported as we speak. Those emi-
grants have the courage to come out and attend
meetings of the ILIR lobby group. They have had
the courage to come out and march in Wash-
ington in the knowledge that they could be
deported in the next minute. This House should
have the same courage and pass a motion in sup-
port of that campaign. It should happen prior to
St. Patrick’s Day when the leaders of the Govern-
ment will be in America so that they can say that
both Houses of the Oireachtas support the calls
to have the undocumented Irish legalised. That
motion should be passed without debate. I do not
believe any party would have any problem with
such a motion which can be placed on Thursday’s
agenda to be taken without debate. I ask the
Leader to facilitate that with the other groups and
show those 40,000 that we also have their
interests at heart.

Since the Minister last came to the Chamber to
debate the pharmacies issue, developments have
taken place. There has been a meeting of the Irish
Pharmaceutical Union with 1,100 pharmacists
informing the meeting that they will be with-
drawing from the medical card and drugs repay-
ment schemes on 1 May. I have made clear how
I feel on the issue. I have asked the IPU and indi-
vidual pharmacists not to withdraw their services.
However, they have indicated they will. Thou-
sands of concerned patients do not know where
they will get their drugs from 1 May. I ask the
Leader to facilitate a debate with the Minister
returning to the House to let us know what is
happening regarding the dispute and what pro-
cedure she is putting in place to ensure the
patients of this State who require medication
under those schemes will be able to get it from
1 May.

Senator John Hanafin: I agree with the pre-
vious Senators who spoke about the necessary
travel undertaken at this time of year by Mini-
sters. I am conscious that at the foundation of the
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State when the annual budget would have been
no more than £20 million, special efforts were
made by the new Government to ensure people
went around the world to let the Irish diaspora
know about the new State. Bonds were raised in
America for the new State. It led to the recognit-
ion by a State that could ill afford it of the fruitful
contacts that can be made. Eventually Eamon de
Valera became President of the League of
Nations. That continued to the extent that at one
stage we were attracting 29% of all foreign direct
investment from the United States into Europe
despite having less than 1% of the population.

People do not do business with statistics.
People do business with people face-to-face. That
is why the travel is so necessary. Part of the
reason we have more than 6 million people visit-
ing our shores is that people go out. Part of the
reason for having 30,000 visas for students in
China is that people have gone there and done
business. We have a very high reputation because
of the people who have gone out there including
Ministers from all sides who have gone to make
their case. It is the reason Ireland has such a high
standing. It is not just business, but there have
been cultural links with Members of this House
going to China. It is a wonderful event, which is
important for our national prestige and economy.
It is something we have done since the foundation
of the State when we could ill afford it.

Senator Feargal Quinn: The Leader has agreed
to have a debate on Northern Ireland and I urge
him to do so as soon as possible. This morning
along with Senator Keaveney I attended the
launch by the Minister for Education and Science
of the book, Journal of Cross Border Studies in
Ireland, published by the Centre for Cross Border
Studies. The Minister spoke encouragingly about
the amount of cross-Border work going on and
the amount of success that has been achieved. In
the past when we have had a debate on Northern
Ireland it has only been a debate about those with
a link with Northern Ireland in some form or
other. The Minister drew our attention to the
amount of work already taking place in various
ways, including in education, tourism, sus-
tainability and trade unionism. Regarding all
those areas, it is worthwhile having this debate.
One of the other speakers at that function was
the president of DCU, Ferdinand von Prondzyn-
ski, who told of how he grew up in Germany and
was there when the Berlin Wall was built. His
family came to live in Ireland a few years later.
His father, having crossed from Northern Ireland
into the Twenty-Six Counties, said that the
Border here, even though it was not visible like
the border in Germany, was much more ingrained
because of the attitudes of people on both sides
of the Border. He pointed to how that is changing
dramatically. It is worth our while doing so.

In our company some years ago we decided to
place a shamrock opposite each product on our
shelves in the supermarket. I could not believe
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the number of people who asked me whether we
put it on products coming from Northern Ireland.
These were Nationalists who still did not believe
Northern Ireland was part of us. The question
would not even have cropped up in the minds of
those of us with links to Northern Ireland. I urge
the Leader to have the debate on Northern
Ireland soon.

For many years I have argued that we should
join central European time to get the benefits of
the extra hour in the evening the whole year
around. One of the reasons we failed to succeed
was that people claimed it would be very dark
when children were going to school in mid-win-
ter. The United States changed their hour last
weekend meaning that there is now only a four-
hour gap between New York and here. If we are
not going to join central European time at least
we should make the effort to align with the
United States and start summertime at least three
weeks earlier than we normally do.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Hear, hear.

Senator Feargal Quinn: I urge the Leader to
encourage the Minister responsible — I am not
sure who it is — to take the first steps to having
that changed in Europe.

Senator Donie Cassidy: Senators Fitzgerald,
O’Toole, Leyden, Harris, Buttimer, Keaveney,
Walsh, Mullen, Doherty and Hanafin all
expressed views regarding Ministers and Mini-
sters of State going abroad for St. Patrick’s Day.
This is the ideal time. We are a very small nation
among the hundreds of nations of the world. To
get a time on the calendar to market our country
is difficult. Every year IDA Ireland and
Enterprise Ireland pick the ten days before St.
Patrick’s Day to market Ireland plc, as has been
said this morning. What a success we have had.
Senator Keaveney asked me how many minutes
we would get on RTE television at prime time. I
understand we would get 40 minutes of advertis-
ing time for what it costs to send abroad all our
Ministers, Ministers of State and everyone else
who is marketing Ireland. As Senator McFadden
knows, I consider it a great honour and privilege
to have participated in such events when I was
chairman of Westmeath County Council.

It is important to consider how seriously we are
viewed abroad during that ten-day period.
Senator Hanafin referred to our culture and very
few nations can claim their music is a brand
name, but Ireland can. Let us work on the posi-
tive aspects.

I congratulate Senator Fitzgerald on raising
this matter on the Order of Business, but all Tao-
isigh and Ministers must go abroad for such pur-
poses. Failure to do so would mean that we were
not fulfilling the opportunities worked for by
Enterprise Ireland’s representatives and our
diplomatic staff abroad. Our embassies and con-
suls-general strive for months in advance to try to
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make this ten-day window of opportunity work,
especially on television. As we all know, tele-
vision accounts for 70% of media penetration,
while radio accounts for 20% and the remaining
10% is fragmented among the print media.

Those are the opportunities that arise when
Ministers travel abroad, so it is dishonest to say
they are being given carte blanche in this respect.
Travel undertaken by Members of the Oireachtas
is always subject to a detailed itinerary. On St.
Patrick’s Day it is not unusual for a Minister to
work for 20 hours. I certainly know the Taoiseach
does this always when he is in Ireland. That is the
sort of heavy workload undertaken by our public
representatives whose diaries are mind-boggling.
They carry out a punishing schedule on behalf of
the Irish people. I am speaking from experience.
I hope newer Members of the House will not
reveal their inexperience in such matters in
future.

Senator Fitzgerald referred to the high cost of
child care, which is a major challenge for society.
She correctly said that those concerned will be
meeting the Minister in the coming days. I will
have no difficulty in arranging for such a debate
in the near future.

Senators O’Toole, Coghlan, Boyle and Walsh
all called for a debate on corporate enforcement
to be attended by the Minister of State, Deputy
McGuinness. This is a worthwhile request and I
agree with some of the sentiments that have been
expressed. I will endeavour to provide time for
such a debate after the Easter recess.

Senator Hannigan and others expressed con-
cern about the cost of deportation. I will pass on
their views to the Minister. If Senators feel they
need a debate on this matter we can discuss it
with the party leaders at one of our weekly meet-
ings before the first sitting day after the Easter
recess.

Senator Leyden mentioned the Twenty-eighth
Amendment of the Constitution Bill, which will
come to the House after Easter. As the Taoiseach
informed the Ddil yesterday, voting will take
place in the second week of June. The Taoiseach
also said he is consulting Opposition leaders with
a view to reaching a consensus on the date for
the referendum.

Senators Coghlan, Norris, Donohoe, Boyle and
Walsh called for the Minister for Enterprise,
Trade and Employment to review the abolition
of the groceries order. The former Joint Commit-
tee on Enterprise and Small Business — of which
I was Chairman and Senator Coghlan was also a
member — was unified in its opposition to the
abolition of the groceries order.

Senator Paul Coghlan: That is correct.

Senator Donie Cassidy: Everyone knows where
that committee stood at the time. Members of the
House, including Senator Leyden, who is a
former Minister of State with responsibility for
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this area, should review progress on this matter.
None us ever foresaw that the current reduction
in drink prices would occur.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Absolutely not.

Senator Donie Cassidy: I know we have the full
support of the House on this point. I certainly will
arrange for the Minister to attend the House for
that debate following the Easter recess.

Senator Boyle sought an urgent debate on
marine research whose economic value is very
important. I will endeavour to have that debate
during the first or second week after the Easter
recess.

Senators Prendergast and Callely called for a
debate on maternity services. Senator Prender-
gast pointed out that there were almost 27,000
births in the eastern region last year. She
expressed concern about the ambulance services
in rural areas. I have no difficulty in arranging a
debate on these matters, with the Minister
present.

Senator Norris expressed shock and horror at
the recent slaughter of students in Jerusalem by
a lone gunman. I join the Senator in conveying
our condolences to the bereaved families. Such
attacks do not enhance any cause and I support
the Senator’s call in this regard.

Senator Callely called for a debate on No. 18,
motion 31, which is in his name and that of
Senator Norris. I will consult the Chief Whip on
this matter following the Order of Business to
ascertain the Government’s position and to see
how we can progress it.

Senator Buttimer called for a debate on health,
especially the report on neurological services. I
will endeavour to get word from the Department
on this matter.

Senator de Birca expressed strong views on
the Dublin Port tunnel and the unfortunate
delays there yesterday. As we all know, however,
health and safety requirements must be main-
tained, particularly concerning the emergency
services which were summoned there yesterday
to deal with an unforeseen incident. This delayed
traffic for quite a long time. I will request the
Minister to attend the House after the Easter
recess to address his transport proposals.

Senator de Burca also called for the Minister
for Health and Children to attend the House for
a debate on cancer screening and cancer services
generally. I have already given a commitment for
a lengthy debate on all health issues, with the
Minister in attendance.

Senator Donohoe sought an update on the pro-
posed legislation concerning landlords and ten-
ants. I have no difficulty in arranging such a
debate. The Senator also referred to the trans-
formation of the Dublin docklands area. It is
unbelievable to see the millions of euro that have
been invested in that district, which includes Sir
John Rogerson’s Quay. It certainly reflects 21st
century Ireland and is very uplifting. I will
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arrange for the Minister to attend the House to
provide a progress report on all these activities in
the docklands area.

Senators Keaveney and Quinn sought a debate
on Northern Ireland, including the progress being
made in cross-Border activities. As I have said,
the Taoiseach will be in this House on or near the
anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement. On
that occasion we will be able to highlight our
views and debate all the great cross-Border
activity that is happening. I, with Senator
Keaveney, have the honour of being a member
of the Good Friday Agreement implementation
body as well as being a member of the British-
Irish Interparliamentary Body. I am impressed by
the goodwill and can-do attitude of all members
of the cross-Border bodies, from the North and
the South, in making such progress possible.

I agree with Senator McFadden’s call for a
debate on agriculture and I have assured the
House we will have an all-day debate on this
topic after the Easter recess. I have already
spoken to the Minister about it and she is anxious
to attend the House. It is only a matter of fixing
a date in her diary for such a debate.

Senator Doherty referred to the undocumented
Irish in America. A delegation of Deputies and
Senators visited Washington last week to rep-
resent the very views expressed by Senator
Doherty. I am not aware of any visit to America
by the Taoiseach or Minister for Foreign Affairs
during the past few years when this issue was not
put centre stage.

Senator Pearse Doherty: I called for a joint
party motion on the matter.

Senator Donie Cassidy: I do not believe we
need an all-party motion in this regard given the
commitment by Government, the Minister for
Foreign Affairs and, in particular, the Taoiseach
to ensure this issue is put centre stage at every
opportunity.

Senator Pearse Doherty: We should be doing
everything in our power to help them.

Senator Donie Cassidy: I support Senator
Doherty’s view. However, there is no need for a
joint party motion as the matter is being prior-
itised by Government.

On the pharmacy issue, I will endeavour to
obtain an update on this matter, if possible, next
week. Members must bear in mind that Ministers
will be out of the country next week and as such
will be unable to attend the House.

Senator Quinn, an innovative man, has made
an immense contribution to Ireland during his
lifetime in terms of leading by example and the
creation of hundreds of thousands of jobs. I will
pass on his views in respect of the time gap
between Ireland and America to the Minister.
The introduction, three weeks earlier, of new
time would give people an extra hour to enjoy
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the St. Patrick’s Day festivities. This is important
for rural areas which must hold their parades at
5 o’clock or 5.30 p.m. when the parades in bigger
areas have finished. The extra hour would be
crucial to the celebration of St. Patrick’s Day in
villages such as Granard and Castlepollard.

Order of Business agreed to.

Finance Bill 2008: Second Stage.

Question proposed: “That the Bill be now read
a Second Time.”

Minister for Defence (Deputy Willie O’Dea):
The Finance Bill 2008 contains the legislative pro-
posals required to implement the tax changes
announced by the Ténaiste in the budget last
December. It also contains a range of other tax
measures which will contribute significantly to
underpinning growth in key sectors of the
economy.

The principal aims of this Bill are to support
enterprise, innovation and employment, to
advance sustainable development and to ensure a
fairer tax system. In so far as supporting
enterprise, innovation and employment is con-
cerned, the Bill seeks to build on measures to
assist small business introduced in budget 2008,
including a number of business-friendly measures
such as revised preliminary tax payment arrange-
ments for corporation tax aimed at small and
start-up companies; an increase in VAT regis-
tration thresholds for small business to €37,500 in
respect of services and €75,000 in respect of
goods; and the extension of film relief for another
four years to end of 2012 with an increase in the
cap on eligible expenditure from €35 million to
€50 million per project.

The Bill further enhances the existing research
and development tax credit scheme by extending
the current base year of 2003 for a further four
years to 2013, an increase on the current six years.
The change will provide an additional incentive
for increased expenditure on research and
development in future years and help to achieve
the targets set out in the Strategy for Science,
Technology and Innovation 2006-2013.

In so far as advancing sustainable development
is concerned, practical measures to help protect
our environment are necessary and a number of
new measures are being introduced in this area.
The new tax initiative for energy efficient equip-
ment will allow companies to claim the full cost,
in the year of purchase, of specified energy
efficient equipment against their taxable income.
The purpose is to assist in improving cost com-
petitiveness while helping to reduce overall
energy demand and carbon emissions. The incen-
tive is a pump-priming exercise for a period of
three years. Companies should embrace the econ-
omic benefits of investing in energy-saving
equipment.
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The Finance Bill provides for the most funda-
mental reform of the Vehicle Registration
System, VRT, since its inception in 1993. It will
provide people with the opportunity to make
choices to help the environment and with finan-
cial incentives to do so. The VRT system is being
revised to take greater account of CO, emissions
with VRT exemption for electric cars and up to
€2,500 VRT relief for certain hybrid and flexible
fuel cars.

Our income tax system is now fairer, friendlier
and more progressive. The protection of more
vulnerable groups must remain a priority when
reviewing the income tax code and the Bill
includes various improvements for such groups.
It provides for increasing the personal credits and
bands to ensure low income earners remain out-
side the standard rate band and average earners
remain outside the higher rate band. It also pro-
vides for a further increase in the ceilings up to
which first-time buyers can claim mortgage
interest relief and for increases in rent relief.

Tax credits relating to those in special circum-
stances, namely, lone parents, widowed persons
and widowed parents, the elderly and those car-
ing for persons with a disability have increased
very significantly in recent budgets. This Finance
Bill makes further improvements in this regard.
Age exemption limits have increased by 85% in
the past seven years compared with inflation over
the same period of 27%.

It is estimated that approximately 1% of top
income earners, those with income over €200,000,
will account for approximately 25% of the
income tax take in 2008 compared with less than
15% in 1997. The most recent data from the
OECD for 2006 indicates that for a single worker
on average earnings Ireland continues to have the
lowest tax wedge in the EU and one of the lowest
in the entire OECD. These are the hallmarks of
a fair tax system.

The Bill contains 144 sections and eight Sched-
ules and is structured by taxheads. I will outline
some of its main provisions, listen carefully to
Senators’ contributions and try to respond to the
points made when I come to reply to the debate.

The various income tax measures and reliefs
announced in the budget are dealt with in
sections 2 to 4. These measures widen the tax
bands and increase various credits including, the
basic personal credit, employee tax credit and the
home carer credit. Significant increases in the
value of other personal credits and the age
exemption limits, which are targeted at more vul-
nerable groups, underline the Government’s
commitment to meet the needs and welfare of
those most deserving in our society. When this
Bill has been enacted, the increases in the value
of the credits and bands will ensure that approxi-
mately four out of five income earners continue
to pay tax at no more than the standard rate and
almost two out of every five income earners will
remain outside the tax net entirely.
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Section 6 provides for an 11% increase in rent
relief in an effort to address the cost pressures on
those renting homes. Section 7 confirms the
budget increases in the ceilings on mortgage
interest relief for first time buyers. The ceiling is
increased from €8,000 to €10,000 for a single per-
son and from €16,000 to €20,000 for a married
couple or widowed person. This means that mort-
gage holders may receive extra relief of up to
about €33 per month, if single, or about €66 per
month, if married or widowed. This increase fulf-
ils the commitment in this area as set out in the
Government programme.

Section 11 deals with increases in the income
tax exemption limit which applies to rent received
under the rent-a-room scheme from €7,620 to
€10,000. This increase takes account of the fact
that the limit has not been increased since the
scheme was introduced in 2001. The social part-
ners have made a number of requests in respect
of employee financial participation. In response
to these requests, section 13 increases the aggre-
gate maximum amount of monthly contributions
that an employee can make under a certified con-
tractual savings-related share option scheme from
€320 to €500. The existing limit dates from the
time the scheme was introduced in 1999. In
addition, section 14 amends the rules relating to
employee share ownership trusts. The change
relates to instances where an ESOT takes out a
loan over a period of ten years or more and
lodges at least 50% of its shares as security for
such loan for a minimum period of five years. In
such circumstances, employees can gain access to
triple the annual tax relief limit in the year the
loan is paid off, in recognition of the fact that a
large number of shares are not available for dis-
tribution to employees during the loan period
and, thus, the employees would be unable to avail
of the yearly tax free limit of €12,700 worth of
shares on an annual basis. This amendment will
permit the Revenue Commissioners to allow a
loan period of less than ten years, on a case by
case basis, where an ESOT has sufficient income,
from dividends, for example, to pay off such loans
earlier than expected. Section 15 is an amend-
ment that ensures that farmers availing of tax
averaging arrangements will not suffer a claw-
back of tax when they enter a milk production
partnership.

As with all Finance Bills there are a number of
measures to address tax avoidance. Section 16 is
one such provision relating to convertible securi-
ties. The provision will ensure that the full value
of the securities received by an employee or
director will be subject to income tax. Section 18
extends the same basis of assessment to certain
UK source income, as applies to income from
other EU and EEA states. Section 20 is con-
cerned with the spreading over six years of tax
arising from the receipt of moneys under the
scheme of aid for the restructuring of the sugar
beet industry.
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An income tax exemption of up to €5,000 for
each eligible employee, where an employer bears
the cost of retraining workers as part of a redun-
dancy package, is provided for in section 22.
Section 23 introduces provisions that restrict the
use of reliefs by high income individuals which
took effect from 2007. It clarifies the correct
sequence of the calculations to be made in apply-
ing the measure when certain other provisions in
the tax Acts are involved. The section will ensure
that restriction will work as intended in such
cases.

The European Commission gave state aid
approval to the business expansion scheme and
seed capital scheme changes in the 2007 budget.
As a result, section 24 brings into primary law the
amendments made to the schemes by regulations
on a temporary basis last year following approval
of the schemes by the European Commission.
The section will also make it easier for some
recycling companies to participate in the schemes.

Section 25 is a preventative measure which
broadens the meaning of a contribution to an
employee benefit trust to ensure that as intended
by existing legislation, the employer will get a
deduction for the contribution at the same time as
the employees receive the benefits and no earlier.

A scheme of capital allowances for capital
expenditure incurred on the construction or
refurbishment of qualifying specialist palliative
care units is introduced in section 26. This incen-
tive will operate in a similar way to the existing
schemes, for example, nursing homes and pro-
vision of capital allowances will be subject to a
number of requirements including pre-approval
from the Health Service Executive and the con-
sent of the Minister for Health and Children.
Section 27 updates legislative references in the
mid-Shannon corridor tourism infrastructure
investment scheme to reflect the EU state aid
requirements that must be met in relation to pro-
jects and the exclusions which apply in relation to
persons who may claim capital allowances under
the scheme.

In order to assist capital expenditure on build-
ings and structures used in caravan parks and
camping sites, section 28 introduces a tourism
initiative to allow caravan parks and camping
sites registered with Fdilte Ireland avail of capital
allowances at the rate of 4% per annum for 25
years. Section 30 deals with an income tax matter
relating to payments for decommissioning fishing
vessels. Where a balancing charge arises as a
result of claiming excess capital allowances, the
charge will be spread over five years instead of
the normal one year.

As a counterpart to the proposed changes to
vehicle registration tax that relate it more closely
to CO, emissions, section 31 sets out the changes
to the capital allowances and leasing expenses
regime for business cars announced in the budget
by linking the availability of capital allowances
and leasing expenses to the carbon emission lev-
els of cars. The new provisions will come into
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effect in respect of cars purchased or leased on or
after 1 July 2008. On foot of a recently completed
independent review of the film relief, section 32
extends film relief for another four years until the
end of 2012 with an increase in the cap on eligible
expenditure from €35 million to €50 million per
project.

To support the international financial services
industry in Ireland section 36 to 39, inclusive,
along with sections 119 and 120 introduce a pack-
age of measures designed to provide a competi-
tive boost to the securitisation, funds and
insurance sectors by removing impediments to
the development of these businesses here. Section
40 amends the provisions granting tax relief for
certain expenditure on “know-how” that is
bought by a person for use in a trade carried on
by the person. This relief is not available where
the “know-how” is bought as part of a trade that
is being acquired, or where the buyer and the
seller are connected. Section 41 is a response to
the OECD recommendation to prohibit a
deduction for tax purposes of illegal payments
made to a foreign official.

Section 42 closes a tax avoidance loophole,
under which tax deferral is available when assets
are moved from a company subject to corpor-
ation tax into an investment company subject to
tax under the gross-roll-up taxation regime. It was
never intended that provisions designed to sup-
port commercially driven business decisions
would be used as a tax avoidance measure. This
section ensures that capital gains tax deferral
rules can apply no longer in these cases.

The tax treatment of foreign dividends will be
put on the same footing from the point of view
of corporation tax as the taxation of income out
of which Irish-sourced dividends are paid by
section 43. Up to now, foreign sourced dividends
have been subject to tax at the 25% rate. This
change means, in broad terms, that the 12.5%
rate will apply to foreign dividends received by
Irish resident companies and which are paid out
of trading income and the 25% rate will apply to
foreign dividends paid out of non-trading income,
where the foreign dividends arise from companies
in EU member states or from countries with
which Ireland has a double taxation treaty.

Section 44 amends the close company sur-
charge rules by also providing for parity of treat-
ment for Irish holding companies that are closed
companies in respect of dividends received from
their foreign and domestic subsidiaries. A new
profit resource rent tax is introduced in section
45 which may apply to profits arising from a new
petroleum lease which follows an exploration
licence granted by the Minister for Communi-
cations, Energy and Natural Resources after 1
January 2007. Additional taxes of between 5%
and 15% will apply depending on the profitability
of petroleum fields. These taxes will be in
addition to the 25% corporation tax rate which
currently applies to profits from such activities.
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To increase the incentive for companies to pur-
chase certain energy efficient equipment, section
46 allows companies to claim the full cost, in the
year of purchase, of new energy efficient equip-
ment against their taxable income. The equip-
ment must be included on a specified list to be
drawn up by the Department of Communications,
Energy and Natural Resources in consultation
with the Department of Finance. The incentive is
subject to clearance by the European Com-
mission from a state aid perspective.

Section 47 confirms, among other things, the
budget day announcement that the preliminary
corporation tax liability threshold for treatment
as a small company is being increased from
€150,000 to €200,000. New or start-up companies
with a corporation tax liability of €200,000 or less
for their first accounting period will not be
required to pay preliminary tax in respect of that
first accounting period.

Section 48 amends the provisions associated
with taxation issues relating to the acquisition by
a company of its own shares, that is, share buy-
backs. This amendment provides that costs
incurred by a company in buying back its own
shares are not allowed as a deduction for tax
purposes.

In order to provide an additional incentive for
increased expenditure on research and develop-
ment in future years and more certainty to indus-
try in relation to the tax credit scheme, section 50
enhances the existing research and development
tax credit scheme with an extension of the use of
the base year 2003 for a further four years to
2013. The period over which any rolled-forward
base year will apply on a “look back” basis is also
being extended to ten years. For example, the rel-
evant year for 2014 will be 2004.

Section 51 provides that where an abnormal
dividend is paid to a company in connection with
the disposal of shares in that company, the
amount of the dividend is to be treated for capital
gains tax purposes as proceeds for the disposal of
the shares rather than a dividend. That will mean
they will be subject to capital gains tax. This is an
anti-avoidance provision.

Section 53 makes technical changes to section
448 of the Taxes Consolidation Act 1997, which
deals with the calculation of manufacturing relief
by reducing the tax charged at the standard rate
of corporation tax, which is 12.5%, on income
from manufacturing by a fraction that results in
an effective 10% rate of tax.

In regard to capital gains tax, section 54 makes
a number of changes to the capital gains tax
retirement relief provisions. It introduces a pref-
erential scheme where an individual receives a
decommissioning payment in respect of a fishing
vessel. Under the existing retirement provisions,
an individual must be aged at least 55 and have
been in business for at least ten years. These
requirements are being amended and individuals
aged 45 or more who have been in business for
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at least six years will be able to avail of the retire-
ment relief in respect of the decommissioning
payments that will be paid under a new scheme.

A further change provides a relief to farming
partnerships on the dissolution of such partner-
ships prior to 31 December 2013. The relief pro-
vides that a gain will not be treated
as accruing in respect of a relevant
partnership asset and that the asset
will be treated as having been acquired at the
same time and for the same consideration as
when it was originally acquired by the partner
subsequently disposing of the asset.

Section 55 increases the capital gains tax
exemption threshold that applies on a gain arising
on the disposal of a site by a parent to a child to
build a house. The new threshold is €500,000. The
section also clarifies that the threshold applies
where both parents make a simultaneous disposal
of a site to their child.

As required under the EU energy tax directive,
sections 57 to 68, inclusive, provide for an excise
duty on electricity. The tax will be charged to the
operator who supplies the electricity to the con-
sumer and will apply to supplies of electricity
made on or after 1 October 2008. The rates of
tax are set at the minimum rates specified in the
directive while electricity used by households will
be exempt from the new charge, as will electricity
produced from renewables and combined heat
and power generation. The overall cost and
impact on electricity prices for business will be
marginal.

Sections 69 to 81, inclusive, set out a range of
changes in regard to excise duties, including a
confirmation of the budget day increases in excise
on tobacco and duty payable in respect of an off-
licence for the sale of alcohol. The necessary
legislative changes are being made to revise the
vehicle registration tax, VRT, system to take
greater account of carbon dioxide emissions,
exempt series production electrical cars from
VRT, extend the existing relief for series pro-
duction hybrid and flexible fuel cars until 30 June
2008 and replace it with a VRT relief of up to
€2,500 for such cars from 1 July 2008.

Arising from European Commission decisions,
section 72 includes the legislative changes to with-
draw the excise reliefs in respect of fuel used for
public passenger transport vehicles, private
pleasure flying and private pleasure navigation,
and for recycled waste oil. The reliefs will be
withdrawn with effect from 1 November 2008. In
the case of public passenger transport vehicles,
alternative mechanisms to direct Exchequer
resources towards such services, subject to state
aid rules, continue to be explored by the Depart-
ment of Transport in conjunction with the
Department of Finance.

Sections 82 to 109, inclusive, deal with VAT.
Following a review and extensive consultations,
sections 85, 86, 88, 91, 97, 98 and 100 contain new
rules regarding the application of VAT on prop-
erty transactions. The purpose of the new system

12 o’clock
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is to rationalise and simplify the VAT treatment
of property which has become very complicated.
There is also a strong anti-avoidance dimension
to the new rules to deal with increasingly aggress-
ive avoidance schemes in regard to VAT on prop-
erty. The supply of new residential property,
building land and undeveloped land will remain
unchanged. The new system comes into effect on
1 July 2008.

The main changes include ceasing to charge
VAT on the capitalised value of leases in excess
of ten years, removing old properties from the
VAT net by confining the period during which
VAT will apply to the supply of new properties
to a maximum of five years, and making some
changes to the treatment of leases. In addition, a
capital goods scheme is being introduced for
property transactions. This will ensure the
amount of VAT deductible will be proportionate
to the business use of a property over a 20-year
period. The legislation also includes necessary
transitional measures.

To ease the administrative burden on small
businesses, sections 92, 94 and 101 confirm
budget day announcements increasing the VAT
registration thresholds for small businesses to
€37,500 in the case of services and to €75,000 in
the case of goods. These increases will take effect
from 1 May 2008. A reverse charge measure is
also introduced in respect of VAT on supplies
made by a subcontractor to a principal contractor
in the construction sector with effect from 1
September 2008. This is a simplification measure.

Section 107 provides for a reduction in the
VAT rate for inputs used for the agricultural pro-
duction of bio-fuels from 21% to 13.5% with
effect from 1 March 2008. This section also pro-
vides for a rate reduction for non-oral contracep-
tive products from 21% to 13.5%.

The Revenue Commissioners intend to intro-
duce a computer-based facility in the second
quarter of 2009 which will allow a full self-service
on-line process where the user can file, pay stamp
duty and receive an instant stamp without
Revenue requiring to see the deed in up to 90%
of cases. Section 111 introduces enabling legis-
lation to allow for the e-stamping of instruments
for stamp duty purposes.

Section 115 is an anti-avoidance measure to
ensure transfers of shares to a connected com-
pany, which would benefit from a stamp duty
exemption, will not be exempt from stamp duty
where the company buying the shares claimed
intermediary relief on the transaction.

Section 117 increases the stamp duty exemp-
tion threshold that applies on the transfer of a
site by a parent to a child to build a house. The
new threshold is €500,000. The provisions relating
to the exemption from stamp duty in respect of
the transfer of loan stock are amended by section
118. The existing provision that the loan stock is
redeemable within 30 years is abolished and the
requirement that it is not linked to stock
exchange or inflation indices is amended so that
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relief will not apply if it is linked in any way to
an equity index.

Section 122 amends the stamp duty regime for
owner-occupiers who benefit from preferential
stamp duty rates so that they are liable to a claw-
back of relief if they let the house in the five years
after purchase. This is being reduced to two years.
In addition, in respect of first-time buyers, an
anti-avoidance provision is being introduced to
address certain abuses that have come to light.

To support increased use of electronically
based financial transactions, section 123 reduces
the charges on financial cards, as announced in
the budget. In addition, financial institutions will
be required to make a preliminary payment of
80% of the duty payable for that year by 15
December. However, the dates on which the
institutions recover the stamp duty from their
customers will not change.

Section 125 amends the first Schedule to the
Stamp Duties Consolidation Act, provides for the
stamp duty on cheques to increase from 15 cent
to 30 cent and increases to €30,000 the rent thres-
hold below which the annual rent on a house is
not chargeable to duty. This section also gives
effect to the substantial reform of stamp duty
announced in the budget regarding residential
property. The first €125,000 of the purchase price
is charged at 0%, with the balance on properties
up to €1 million charged at 7%. For properties
valued at more than €1 million, the excess is
liable to duty at 9%. However, to ensure no one
loses out on this reform, stamp duty will not be
charged on houses costing no more than
€127,000. This will result in a much fairer system
for house buyers.

Section 131 will facilitate the donation of col-
lections of heritage manuscripts and archival
material to bodies such as the National Library,
while section 132 is intended to enable the Irish
Heritage Trust to complete its acquisition this
year of an outstanding collection of paintings and
furniture for display at Fota House. The trust
already has acquired some one third of the collec-
tion in question.

It is important our tax administration be mod-
ern and efficient and that the Revenue Commis-
sioners have the power to enforce the law.
Sections 134 to 140, inclusive, introduce several
measures in this area. These include allowing
Revenue officers to question suspects in Garda
custody for indictable revenue offences; enabling
any Revenue officer to determine residency of an
individual for tax purposes; obliging agents in the
State in receipt of rental income on behalf of
another person to report rental income from
foreign properties; and increasing in the
maximum fines on summary conviction for cer-
tain tax offences to €5,000. This section also
includes an amendment aimed at increasing the
incentive for taxpayers to use the protective noti-
fication regime by increasing the existing sur-
charge of 10% to 20% and reducing to two years
the time in which Revenue must form an opinion
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that a transaction is a tax avoidance transaction
where a protective notification is made.

This Bill is grounded on the financial and econ-
omic policies which continue to deliver prosperity
for our people and have been responsible for the
overall sound position of our economy. I hope
this outline of its provisions will facilitate an
informed and constructive debate.

I commend the Bill to the Seanad and I look
forward to the debate.

Senator Liam Twomey: It is interesting that the
Bill is now going through the Seanad when the
Taoiseach seems to have accepted that it is no
longer unpatriotic to talk down the economy
because he has acknowledged there are serious
difficulties in the economy this year and into
2009. When we vote on this Bill tomorrow, we
will be voting to bring an end to the period in
Irish life known as the Celtic tiger era. We need
to bear that in mind as we discuss the future of
the economy.

When we consider legislation of this nature at
a macro level, we are reminded it is regrettable
that the Government has failed to make major
changes to our economic structures over the last
decade. The downturn in the economy is expos-
ing the gross mismanagement of sectors of the
economy which are under the control of the
Government. The real changes which are needed
to make a difference, such as the reform of the
health services, have not been achieved. I do not
accept that the eight centres of excellence for
which Professor Tom Keane is responsible will
bring about genuine reform. Such changes have
been happening for some time, but they do not
constitute the real reform that was promised to
make the health service work for every patient.
The reforms set out in many Government reports
over recent years, relating to the benchmarking
process and the health strategy, for example, have
simply not happened. That such failures are hav-
ing an effect on the economy is evident from the
significant amount of money we are spending on
a health service that is not as efficient as it is sup-
posed to be. The structure of the HSE is not to
blame in this instance — it is a question of how
the health service is being managed by the
Government.

After a decade of unprecedented economic
growth, it is regrettable that we do not have a
completed motorway between any two of our
major cities. When a major infrastructural prog-
ramme was undertaken in the United Kingdom in
the 1960s, the whole of that country was quickly
crisscrossed by motorways connecting all the
major cities. We have failed to connect two cities
despite enjoying a decade of substantial growth.

When the Minister, Deputy O’Dea, is summing
up this debate, perhaps he will summarise the
changes being made to Government expenditure
on social welfare. What is happening in that sec-
tor? There seems to be a strong clampdown on
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paying temporary and long-term disability benefit
to the customers of the social welfare service. As
a general practitioner, I am often asked to sign
forms on behalf of people. I have noticed that
many people are now being refused disability
payments and are having to appeal. Has there
been a serious change in this respect?

One of the most farcical aspects of this Finance
Bill is the suggestion that it forms part of the
greening of our economy. Section 31, which sets
out the new tax relief regime for cars used by
businesses, amounts to no more than window-
dressing as it will only apply to cars which have
certain CO, emissions. The Minister for Finance,
and the Government as a whole, could demon-
strate the seriousness of their intent by applying
the section 31 limits to ministerial cars. If Mini-
sters insist on driving cars which emit certain CO,
levels, they should have to pay the additional
charges themselves, rather than having them paid
by the State. That might encourage the rest of the
country to choose cars with reduced CO, emis-
sions. When I hear Ministers lecturing the rest of
us, I am reminded of a Minister in England who
lectured the people of that country about the
greening of the economy before sitting into a 4.2
litre Jaguar. The people of this country, similarly,
should not have to take lectures from Ministers
who sit in the back seats of cars which produce
significant amounts of CO,. The Minister for Fin-
ance should amend this legislation at some stage
so that section 31 applies to him and his Cabinet
colleagues.

The tax reliefs applying to energy efficient
mechanisms for business are purely restricted to
businesses. I do not understand why they do not
also apply to ordinary customers. If one wishes to
improve the efficiency of one’s home by installing
solar panels or geothermal heating systems, one
has to apply for a grant and then wait up to 12
weeks for it to be approved. It seems that not
enough funding is available to meet the costs of
those who have applied for the grant. If one starts
one’s building work before one applies for the
grant, one will not get the grant. The Minister for
Finance could make things easier by making a tax
relief of this nature available to ordinary people
who want to make changes to their homes. One
should be able to apply for a tax relief rather than
a grant. Every one of us has received a letter from
the Revenue Commissioners pointing out how we
might be able to claim additional tax relief on the
taxes we have paid. It would be easy to slot a tax
relief of this nature into the existing structure. If
people can claim tax relief on medical expenses,
union fees and bin charges, they should also be
able to claim tax relief on the installation of
energy efficient systems.

The Minister, Deputy O’Dea, has claimed that
Ireland is a low tax economy. While it may be a
low income tax economy, it is not a low tax econ-
omy overall. VAT is paid on almost everything in
this country. I notice that the only reduction in
VAT that is being made is on condoms. VAT is



1865 Finance Bill 2008:

paid at an extremely high rate on everything else.
Most medical equipment has a VAT rate of 21%
. If people decide to buy an automatic defi-
brillator for their community, they are charged a
VAT rate of 21%. Excise charges are extremely
high as well.

Fuel prices have been increasing at a rapid rate,
especially over the last 12 months when the price
of oil has doubled. The largest contributing cost
to the price of each litre of fuel that is sold at the
pumps is excise, VAT and Government charges.
The Government gets the largest percentage of
the money paid for petrol and diesel. If it wishes
to improve the economy, it should consider how
much it is taking from consumers at the petrol
pumps. It is fleecing people.

Any suggestion that this country is a low tax
economy is rubbish — it is a low income tax econ-
omy. The Government gets tax revenues in many
other ways. The high rate of VAT that is charged
on many everyday things imposes additional costs
on those who can least afford them. People on
low incomes end up paying some of the highest
prices as a result of VAT.

The Minister for Defence spoke about the
changes which will affect people who are earning
more than €200,000 per annum. Such people will
not take much notice of the proposed vehicle
registration tax and motor tax changes. It will not
hurt them to have to pay an additional €300,
€400, €600 or €1,000 per annum. People on lower
incomes will be affected to a much greater extent.
The measures in this year’s Finance Bill are the
subject of a great deal of spin. Fianna Fail’s new
coalition partners, the Green Party, knows that if
it does not go along with the farce of greening the
economy, it will be seen to be achieving nothing
in government. If we delve deeply into it, we will
see that it is all a bit of a farce. If the Government
is serious about making changes to our culture in
the interests of greening the economy, it needs
to make changes which affect everyone, including
Ministers, who should not be exempt from the
environmental changes to the economy which we
will all have to endure over the coming years.

Deputy Willie O’Dea: Doctors should not be
exempt either.

Senator Liam Twomey: We may have to wait
until Report Stage before we can consider some
of the other points made by the Minister in his
opening speech. He spoke about making changes
to employee share ownership plans and personal
pension schemes. The value of private pensions
has decreased dramatically over the last 12
months, which is affecting those who are planning
to retire over the next few years. I have heard
nothing about the Government’s plans to assist
such people. One in five people in this country
benefits from a Civil Service pension. Every
Member of this House will benefit from the excel-
lent public pension system. Unfortunately, the
vast majority of people have no pension or have
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a private pension. Private pensions have gone
down in value substantially. While there has been
a great deal of debate about pensions — the
Government has published a Green Paper on
Pensions — nothing has been done to assist those
who have experienced a significant reduction in
the value of their pensions. The downturn in the
international economy has affected the many
pension funds which are based on equities.
Nothing has been done to improve the circum-
stances of those who have private pensions and
are approaching retirement in the next five or six
years, although I expected something to be done.
In the longer term, it is possible things may
improve and people will get the benefit of that.
However, there is nothing in the Bill in that
regard.

There are also issues around tax reliefs such as
the mid-Shannon corridor tourism infrastructure
investment scheme. I thought that from now on
the Department of Finance would do cost benefit
analyses of any major changes and expenditure.
No cost benefit analysis of that scheme has been
published. I have no problem with the giving of
tax reliefs as long as they are transparent and are
of benefit to both the taxpayer and recipient.

I refer to capital gains tax exemptions in
respect of a parent who gives a child a site. There
is no mention of a brother or a sister who gives a
sibling a site. Do the same exemptions apply?
Are there proposals to change that? Parents often
hand over the farm to the eldest son or daughter
who, in turn, may give a sibling a site at a later
stage. That issue should be addressed. It is not
always the parent who gives a site to a child.

There probably will be more in-depth dis-
cussions on some of these aspects on Committee
and Report Stages. The Finance Bill 2008 does
not do all the Government said it would do for
business. Most small businesses will not see major
improvements in 2008 on the basis of this Finance
Bill and due to the mismanagement of the econ-
omy, they will not reap too many benefits in 20009.

Senator Marc MacSharry: I welcome the Mini-
ster, Deputy O’Dea. I am delighted to have the
opportunity to speak on the Finance Bill, which
is the Minister’s fifth, and I also welcome many
of the measures therein. Since the budget the
context has changed slightly. Economic growth
has performed below trend but the economic out-
look is still positive. The Government is taking
into account the changing environment and is
prudently ensuring we maintain our competi-
tiveness and our robust economy.

I am always amused when debates such as this
take place. I suppose it is the nature of the Oppo-
sition to say the economy has been mismanaged
and that there has been under-investment, over-
taxation and a blindness to the real issues of the
day.

Senator Feargal Quinn: Is that what Senator
MacSharry is saying?
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Senator Marc MacSharry: No. When debates
such as this take place, it is perhaps the nature of
the Opposition — as was the case when Senator
Twomey was speaking — to accuse the Govern-
ment of all these things. It seems to be a common
mantra when debates on the budget, the economy
and all matters financial take place. I feel, there-
fore, compelled to point out our mantra in that
context, which the facts back up. No Admini-
stration in the history of the State has done more
than the consecutive Fianna Fdil-led Admini-
strations to deal with the issues Senator Twomey
mentioned, such as reducing the tax burden on all
people — the less well off and the well off —
taking the lower paid and those on the minimum
wage out of the tax net, investing in our infra-
structure through consecutive national develop-
ment plans and starting a process of regulatory
reform.

I know Senator Quinn would share my views
on regulatory reform in that much more needs to
be done in this regard. I am cognisant of the point
he made recently about the University of Jerusa-
lem’s findings that Ireland is 49th out of 50 coun-
tries in terms of over-regulation. That is a chal-
lenge of which the Government must be
cognisant as it plans for the future. In regard to
the points made by Senator Twomey, no Admini-
stration in the history of the State has contributed
more financially, legislatively and practically
through the State agencies, to improve this nation
than consecutive Fianna Fdil-led Admini-
strations.

There is no doubt, however, that the inter-
national economic environment has changed sub-
stantially. There has been a move towards more
sustainable levels of house building here. The
property market needed to correct itself and I
suggest it began to do so approximately a year
too late. We have seen substantial slowdowns and
an increase in the live register, most notably in
February. We have noticed that even in County
Sligo. Notwithstanding that, unemployment levels
remain extremely low and we are the envy of
most other countries, with close to a full employ-
ment scenario. However, there are concerns and
we must keep a close eye on how matters
develop.

The Finance Bill 2008 is based on sound fiscal
policies which, as the Minister outlined, are to
encourage economic growth while at the same
time promoting care of the environment and pro-
tecting the less well off in society. In regard to
care of the environment, Senator Twomey said
we should engage in some type of gimmickry and
that Ministers should pay for the miles they drive
while working on behalf of the State. Such talk is
ridiculous in the extreme. Much of the ministerial
fleet has moved to hybrid Lexus-type cars which
make a contribution.

Senator Liam Twomey: That is wrong.
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Senator Marc MacSharry: It is not wrong. A
number of Ministers use hybrid Lexus cars. Per-
haps we could see improvements with the whole
fleet being changed to such cars. It would be a
waste of money to change all the cars at once but
as they need replacement, there is no question
but that more environmentally friendly vehicles
should be purchased, and that is happening. One
need only look at the ministerial cars to see that.
People, including politicians, doctors, etc., should
do all they can for the environment. I must
improve in that regard because I drive one the
gas-guzzling vehicles to which Senator Twomey
referred. I will have to take steps to improve my
contribution in that regard.

The Bill includes a range of business-friendly
measures which will support continued growth
and job creation in a climate of economic slow-
down and a period of below trend growth,
although a period of growth nevertheless. Inde-
pendent economists, including Ernst & Young,
predict growth of 2% to 3% in the year ahead.
That would still be the envy of most of our neigh-
bours in the European Union.

The various measures aimed at combatting tax
avoidance and criminal tax activities are wel-
come. The Minister went through a number of
them and Senator Twomey acknowledged that
we will have the opportunity on Committee Stage
to go into them in more detail if people so wish.

The Finance Bill has brought forward a pack-
age of measures underpinning those in the budget
which will allow business to thrive and ensure
those less well off in our society are properly
looked after. In a period of economic slowdown,
we should invest, through modest borrowing, in
maintaining our capital programme through the
national development plan which is key, partic-
ularly when we see a fall-off in levels of house
building and private sector driven construction.
That would serve us well.

I refer to the international environment. Many
of the conditions which currently prevail are sub-
stantially outside the control of anybody in
Ireland. We must be cognisant of that if we are
to make a real contribution on this issue. In
recent times, the banking system internationally
has ceased to operate as before. Banks are not
lending to each other at present, other than pro-
viding very short-term loans. That is very signifi-
cant. Recently, the US Federal Reserve loaned
$200 billion to ease tight liquidity. In recent
weeks, the financial markets have been
extremely unstable.

The strength of the euro against the US dollar
is not good for the Irish economy. I suggest that
the ECB verbally acknowledges that the euro is
perhaps overvalued against the dollar. American
tourists coming to Ireland are valuable to our
economy. This year it will be 10% more expens-
ive for Americans to go to places like the
Killarney Park Hotel or other places that depend
to a large extent on American tourists. In the past
five or six years it has become probably 100%
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more expensive and this is without taking into
account our inflation rates or rising prices. This is
a real concern.

The ECB has limited tools available to it but I
suggest that at least verbally we could begin to
acknowledge that this is the case and Mr. Trichet
could do then act. The alternative is given that
there has not been any intervention in the foreign
exchange markets on this side of the Atlantic for
some time, perhaps our purchase of a significant
amount of US dollars could be considered in
order to weaken the euro and strengthen the
dollar.

These are some suggestions. I am sure greater
minds than mine could put more meat on that
argument but foreign exchange is a real issue. I
instance an example closer to home. If someone
in Derry is planning a night out in Letterkenny,
it will be 10% more expensive to do so. These are
facts which are substantially outside our control
as our only mechanism is through the Central
Bank of Ireland communicating with the ECB. I
hope the Government would use any tools open
to it to impress this issue upon the Central Bank.
I assume it is well aware of these issues but I
would like to see a little more action.

The fundamentals of the economy are in very
good shape and it is the envy of our partners. We
are now in a different environment which will
require prudence. I believe we should continue,
no matter what, provided we stay below the 3%
threshold of borrowing. We should borrow to
ensure our capital development programmes con-
tinue. This is important for balanced regional
development and in the context of maintaining
our competitiveness. There is no question but
there are many serious challenges. Employment
is still high, notwithstanding that we have seen
changes in the statistics for January and February.
This is understandable given developments in the
building and construction sector.

The demographics are still positive. The
worker to dependant ratio is still very good and
is the envy of Germany, France and Belgium. The
maintenance of the national development plan is
crucial.

I welcome the Bill. It would be impossible to
debate every section. I have outlined the three
factors of high employment, the right demo-
graphics and maintenance of the national
development plan in an environment where our
public finances are still reasonably sound. There
are challenges ahead but I am confident the Mini-
ster for Defence, Deputy O’Dea, his colleague,
the Minister for Finance, Deputy Cowen, and the
rest of the Government, supported by this House
and others, will steward the economy through
these difficult years.

Senator Feargal Quinn: I welcome the Mini-
ster, Deputy O’Dea, to the House. Senators are
given the opportunity on the day of the budget to
debate it within minutes of it being delivered. I
spoke in that debate on two previous occasions.

12 MarcH 2008.

Second Stage 1870

Last year I spoke like a school examiner when I
awarded the Minister marks for the budget and
he earned a pass with the comment, “Could do
better”. This year he earned an honour, admit-
tedly a low honour rather than a high honour,
because I appreciate the sort of points made
today by Senator MacSharry when he referred to
investment in infrastructure and the concept of
the business-friendly environment which the
Minister is attempting to develop.

I met the Secretary of the US Department of
Commerce last year. The words used by the Sec-
retary were that his responsibility was not to
create jobs but to create the environment so that
the market could create the jobs. This is how a
business-friendly environment is created and
better regulation plays a large part. This is the
reason | gave the Minister a low honours.

I wish to focus my attention on a matter which
is not covered in this Finance Bill but which I
believe should be. I hope that in briefly raising
the issue now, I will encourage the Minister and
his officials to think of it for next year’s Bill. I am
not expecting a reaction today.

One of the positive sides of the Celtic tiger
period was that it created a massive upsurge in
the amount of personal wealth held by individ-
uals. Not everybody thinks it is necessarily a good
thing, but the reality we have to deal with is that
this wealth was created during that time and the
issue therefore arises of how best to encourage
these new high-worth individuals to share their
wealth with the rest of the community.

The principal task of the Department and the
Minister has been to avoid the anomalies which
arise from the operation of tax incentives. Until
recently, it was possible for some very wealthy
individuals to avoid paying tax altogether if they
invested enough in certain property investments.
It is clear that over the years the Government
decided it wanted to encourage people to invest
in car parks, nursing homes and various other
schemes. This worked very well. However,
Deputy Joan Burton of the Labour Party severely
criticised the fact that some very wealthy individ-
uals paid only very little tax or none at all. The
Minister reacted by a provision in the Finance
Bill 2006 which introduced a cap on the amount
of tax that could be clawed back in this way. This
ensures that no matter how much a person invests
in property, he or she may still be required to pay
a certain minimum amount of tax. This was a
good solution, and I think it was widely supported
by all sides and by the public in general.

Unfortunately, the law of unintended con-
sequences came into play in the operation of the
measure; at least I hope that was what happened
and that it was unintended. I will work on the
basis that it was unintended. The cap on spending
allowed against tax applied not only to invest-
ments by the taxpayer, but to all spending, includ-
ing donations to charity. By including charitable
donations under the cap, the Act failed to make a
fundamental distinction between investing money
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for one’s own later profit and giving money away
for the greater good of others. I argue that there
is a world of difference between the two and that
it is in fact in the interest of the State to encour-
age people to give away their money in support
of good causes. However, by applying the cap to
charitable donations, the State is actively discour-
aging people from giving away their money and
is therefore preventing a great deal of good that
would otherwise be done, and at no cost to the
State.

I am not suggesting that the role of phil-
anthropy is simply to take on burdens that would
otherwise fall to the State, but in practice this
often happens. I refer to one obvious and dra-
matic example, the many millions that were
poured into providing new university buildings in
the 1980s and 1990s by that remarkable man, Mr.
Chuck Feeney. This allowed our third-level
system to develop at a pace that the State simply
was unable to provide. Mr. Chuck Feeney was
unaffected by the Irish tax regime one way or the
other, but the same cannot be said for our
indigenous wealthy who are now in a position to
succeed him, but this cap puts a very effective
block in their way. I believe this was uninten-
tional. This approach puts Ireland in a unique
position. In the UK, for instance, all charitable
donations are simply exempt from tax. The
British Government clearly recognises the value
of philanthropy to the country and seeks to
encourage it. In the United States not only are all
charitable donations totally exempt from tax, but
a whole raft of other incentives is also in place to
encourage individual giving.

Two weeks ago, the American ambassador, Mr.
Foley, hosted a day which he called A Dialogue
on Philanthropy. In his opening remarks he
stated, “We are here to explore what we can take
from the American with philanthropy as Ireland
builds its own philanthropic model”. An ambassa-
dor must never appear to interfere in the affairs
of his host nation but in this case the American
ambassador stated this was a system he believed
could be of value to Ireland. He gave examples
and those of us in attendance met many people
who were fund-raisers for American institutions
such as universities, hospitals and others. It was
clear that the American system encourages a high
level of philanthropy. The provision in the Fin-
ance Bill 2006 has put a block on such a system
here.

By maintaining this cap on charitable
donations we are shooting ourselves in the foot.
I believe we fell into this situation accidentally, as
the by-product of a very proper anti-tax avoid-
ance device, but knowing the consequences, this
provision should be revisited. There is an urgent
need to unlock among Ireland’s new rich the spi-
rit of generosity that people in general have dem-
onstrated so clearly and consistently on many
occasions over the years. The Government should
help, not hinder, that process.
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There was no real wealth in Ireland 20 years
ago. It was brought about by the Celtic tiger and
by successive Governments doing the right thing.
We now have a situation in which there are
wealthy people and we have seen what a number
of them have done, very generously. By imposing
that cap on two years ago, I believe we have
closed the door and made it less effective. I urge
the Minister to take that into account. I do not
expect action on it today, but I believe it should
be considered for next year.

Senator Dan Boyle: The Finance Bill gives
legal effect to many of the budget provisions
announced in December, with a few additional
measures that subsequently have been approved
by the Minister for Finance and the Cabinet. The
Short Title of the Bill describes it as:

An Act to provide for the imposition, repeal,
remission, alteration and regulation of taxation,
of stamp duties and of duties relating to excise
and otherwise to make further provision in
connection with finance including the regu-
lation of customs.

This does not make the legislation very under-
standable to citizens, and part of our job within
the political system is to translate many of the
legal technicalities in legislation such as this, to
show how it will improve the economy and hope-
fully the lives of our citizens.

The Finance Bill this year is largely a repetition
of the measures announced in the budget. Unlike
other Finance Bills in recent years, it is not an
entirely new exercise of additional measures.
There were very few new measures announced,
as opposed to what had already been unveiled in
the budget. However, there are significant
measures and the one I welcome most is the pro-
vision of tax relief for companies seeking to pur-
chase plant and machinery that will result in
energy efficiencies. This will help to meet our
greenhouse gas targets and work on two levels. It
will reduce the cost base of many of these indus-
tries while helping to promote the idea of a green
economy within the Irish economy. It will pro-
mote those who are seeking to develop and sell
this technology throughout the economy, which is
a measure especially to be welcomed.

Unlike many others who tend to look at the
bleakest prognoses for the economy, I believe we
are not in a recession, as is, to all intents and pur-
poses, the United States, and this will impact on
us. We are not in a slump, in the sense of reduced
economic indicators. At worst, the Irish economy
is undergoing a slowdown in that the rate of econ-
omic growth is slower than what it has been in
the past. The rate of economic growth in Ireland
has been historically high. We need to make
adjustments in that regard, but we need to
acknowledge that this rate of economic growth is
still consistent with a sustainable economy and is
much better than competitor economies are
doing, in Europe in particular.
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Despite the international climate, the Irish
economy is still in relatively good shape. At this
time of readjustment we must look at how the
economy is structured. Much of the added value
of the past 15 years in particular has come from
the construction sector. While that has given a
short-term impetus, it was never a long-term sol-
ution towards wealth creation and sustained
growth. Now we must come up with a different
make-up to the economy, in terms of supporting
indigenous industries, research and development
and the provision of the tax relief in the Finance
Bill supporting in particular green economic
measures which will give a better balance to econ-
omic activity into the future.

The Finance Bill covers a number of areas
which are to be welcome, after the budget
announcements. In introducing any type of
improvements in the financial regime sometimes
new difficulties are encountered. A number of
smaller measures are meant to help the lot of
particular sectors in society. For instance, the tax
relief for the decommission of fishing vessels
helps those whose fishing was based in the open
seas, the oceans, but does not offer relief for
those involved in draft net fishing in our harbour
areas. When we create dichotomies of this type,
we must face challenges in dealing with such
changes in the future.

There is a provision as regards the capital gains
treatment of farming couples whose partnerships
are being dissolved. An argument could be made,
given the changing nature of Irish society, as to
how this might apply to married couples in any
line of business within the economy and how it
may be addressed in the future. Senator Quinn
referred to the need to better recognise the role
of philanthropy and how it might be restricted by
the overall cap on tax reliefs. To a certain extent,
I agree with him. However, even with an
improved approach to philanthropy in the future,
we should discourage the idea that Irish citizens
who do not even pay minimal tax in Ireland
believe they can still contribute in terms of phil-
anthropic donations. There has to be a correct
mix in terms of the responsibility of being a citi-
zen allied to the ability to recognise philanthropy,
and I am not sure if we have attained that part-
icular balance.

The tax system already contains the ability to
make charitable donations to bodies that are
recognised by the Revenue Commissioners, and
there are similar reliefs for trade union member-
ship. There is an anomaly, however, in terms of
environmental campaigning that I should like to
flag, and have addressed in next year’s budget.
In view of the charities legislation which is being
addressed in the House, organisations dealing
with children such as the ISPCC or Barnardos are
entitled to tax relief through people making indi-
vidual donations. Thirty years ago, the then Mini-
ster for Finance, Richie Ryan, inserted a pro-
vision to allow organisations which deal in human
rights to claim such exemptions as well, therefore,
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bodies such as Amnesty International are
covered. However, it is anomalous that organis-
ations such as Greenpeace and Friends of the
Earth, which are not involved in any profitable
activity whatsoever, are not entitled to the same
concessions under the tax system. I will be seek-
ing changes in that regard.

There is a provision in the Agreed Programme
for Government that wherever possible the
higher rates of VAT on environmental goods and
services will be reduced. I should like to see this
done as soon as possible, because it will provide
a further impetus towards the green economy. |
sense there is a reluctance in this regard within
the Department of Finance, and there is talk of
the EU VAT directive. I am satisfied that the
protocol in that directive which refers to reducing
VAT rates for social purposes applies to environ-
mental goods and services. It is a road that has
been followed by other EU member states and I
should like to see this as one of the centrepieces
in next year’s budget and Finance Bill.

Overall, the Finance Bill ties together a very
balanced budget dealing with an adjusting econ-
omy that, in European and international terms,
is still performing better than most other similar
economies. We can be satisfied that the economic
management of the country continues to go well
and that the economic future, as a result of that
management, will proceed in a healthy manner.

Senator Alan Kelly: I welcome the Minister,
Deputy Willie O’Dea, from a neighbouring
county of mine. It is regrettable that the Tanaiste
and Minister for Finance cannot be with us. He
might give us the pleasure of a visit at a future
date, as I am sure there is a requirement on the
horizon to discuss the economy. I take this oppor-
tunity to comment on the economic situation in
which Ireland now finds itself but in doing so I
do not want to be accused of talking down the
economy. This is an old line usually trotted out
by Fianna Fdil and the Government when
Members of the Opposition seek to have a rea-
soned debate on the economic situation, which is
what I seek. It is amazing how Fianna Fail always
takes credit for the economy when it is on the
way up, but fails to take any criticism when it is
on the way down, or when there are changes in
its momentum. We are suddenly being asked to
believe external factors, such as the downturn in
the US economy, are at fault, as demonstrated by
the Taoiseach in his recent comments. We are
told none of the Government’s policies is at fault.
One cannot have it both ways. Let us face the
fact that our economy is at a critical juncture.

Let us debunk the myths and begin by dealing
with the facts as they stand in March 2008. The
housing market is dead as an driver of the econ-
omy. Many of us are of the opinion that the fall
off in the housing market has led to a downward
spiral in the economy and has infected many
other sectors. Some analysis is required regarding
how this has been allowed happen under the
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watch of the current Minister. The level of growth
in the domestic housing market over the past
eight to ten years led us to a false dawn. We may
well see that many of the elements that it has fos-
tered will have a long-term negative impact on
the very economy it was supposed to be helping
to advance.

While the housing market was booming, we
were in reality eating our own flesh from an econ-
omic point of view. The housing market boom did
not contribute to exports and it inured many of
us to any form of international competition. We
did not feel we had to compete in many sectors
as the migration to the construction industry and
the consequent production of massive sprawling
housing estates had us in a cocoon. Now that we
are in the fresh air, we are struggling to stand on
our own feet again. The very immune system of
the Irish economy has been attacked by this
Government, its policies and, most of all, its fail-
ure to act to diversify domestic housing construc-
tion as a driver in the economy.

It is said that for every 10,000 houses that will
not be built, we will be reducing our growth rate
by 1%. It is estimated that approximately 45,000
house will be built this year. More importantly,
the decline will deprive thousands of people of
work. Thousands of tradesmen, in all constituenc-
ies, are now being made unemployed. To date,
the figure amounts to approximately 20,000
people.

We need re-skilling programmes to bring many
unemployed individuals back into the workforce
and the Government is way behind in this regard.
These people should not be the ones to suffer due
to the mismanagement of the housing sector.
Neither should construction workers suffer
through their wages, as the Construction Industry
Federation wants, nor should the unfortunate
young people who have 100% and 105% mort-
gages and who are now possibly facing negative
equity be made to suffer. Surely, if people must
suffer, it is those who made tens of millions of
euro from construction. However, we should not
be at this point in the first place.

We must learn from this experience collec-
tively. It is unfortunate that the Minister for Fin-
ance did not learn a lesson quicker. We need to
get back to basics. The Government is continu-
ously pushing down the expected growth rate for
the economy. It is now estimated at 2.3%, accord-
ing to the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and
Employment on Sunday. The revenue yield is
down substantially and tax receipts have dropped
dramatically. Statistics for February showed dis-
appointing tax returns, yet there are budgetary
increases in capital and current spending of 12%
and 8%, respectively.

A worrying trend is that it is not just a drop
in stamp duty that is contributing to this decline;
corporation tax is down by €100 million, VAT
receipts are down by €200 million and capital
gains tax receipts are down by 34%. Inflation is
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raging, at almost 50% more than the EU average.
Consumer confidence is very low. There are now
almost 200,000 people, or 5.2% of the workforce,
on the live register and this is the highest figure
we have seen in over eight years.

Redundancies in January have increased by
almost 30% by comparison with the same period
last year. There have been significant losses for
investors and pensions in the Irish stock market.
Between 1995 and 2000, export volume grew by
20%. We now face an increase of 5%. The com-
petitiveness indicator shows we have slipped 17
places in the past five years. The strength of the
euro vis-d-vis other currencies is having a dra-
matic impact on the potential of our companies
to export and it is also having a great impact on
our tourism industry, as will be clear from this
year’s performance. House repossessions have
increased by 350%. As a nation, we have one of
the highest levels of personal indebtedness in
Europe. We have high fuel prices. The price of a
barrel of oil has increased by $51 dollars in a year.
I will let the Minister off with that.

The Minister, I regret to say, has presided over
the worst deterioration in Irish public finances
ever. He has turned an Exchequer surplus of €2.3
billion into a deficit of €4.9 billion in a short
period. If current trends continue, with revenue
decreasing and spending continuing on its current
course, we will be facing a deficit of €8 billion.

We need to be innovative in order to turn this
economy around but, unfortunately, given the
Minister’s track record, I do not have any faith
that he will be able to deliver. We need the Mini-
ster to stand up and be counted because, despite
his seemingly huge presence within Government,
it is not happening for him at present. His non-
activity on the economy is practically killing it.

We need to get back to basics, by which I mean
we need to focus on what we are good at, where
we can compete and the techniques we can use
to foster growth in specific high-economic-yield
sectors. As the commentator David McWilliams
might have said, we need to begin creating value
again.

We need to put in place policies that will sup-
port high-value business services, be they in the
areas of insurance, risk management, computing,
IT or financial services. This sector of the econ-
omy has performed remarkably well over recent
years and we have seen an almost tenfold
increase in the volume of exports in this area.
However, given the educational profile of our
young people and the increasing demand for
these services, this area can grow much further.
We must provide incentives to push this sector.

We need to promote research and develop-
ment in the area of renewable energy. Recent
moves in this area are welcome but more needs
to be done. The €200 million that has been allo-
cated is not enough. The point is that we should
have been doing this years ago. This is a key point
that needed to be addressed in respect of com-
petitiveness. We all know we need to consider
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alternative green technologies to lower our
dependence on imported fuels. We are almost
90% dependent on them at the moment. The
Minister should focus more on wind energy, and
particularly wave energy, in order to make us
more competitive.

We need to change dramatically the way in
which we promote the technology sector. This is
the most important point I want the Minister to
address. If we are not more innovative in our
policies in this area, we will not be able to turn
this economy around as we desire. A divine trin-
ity of components comes into play when promot-
ing the technology sector. These include edu-
cation, infrastructure and investment policy and
techniques. We have catered for education in that
the Waterford and Dublin institutes of tech-
nology and other colleagues are producing great
graduates with IT backgrounds. Unfortunately,
we do not have the appropriate infrastructure.
The roll-out of broadband is the single largest
national infrastructural issue facing us and the
Government’s record in this regard is a disgrace.
I will not dwell on this matter because I could use
up all my time on it alone.

The third component comprises investment
techniques. We need to increase considerably the
quality and volume of incubation services for
SME-type IT companies that will allow us to fos-
ter new ideas across a range of technology dis-
ciplines. Unfortunately, the day of the big catch
from the IDA in the technology sector is gone. In
my constituency of Tipperary North, the Shannon
Development-IDA parks need to be filled with
technology start-up companies. It is sad that
Shannon Development has recently revealed to
me that it cannot obtain a site to develop the “e-
towns” project for SME technology companies.
Land prices are too high when the owners see
Shannon Development calling. This has been
happening for years and must be stopped as it
stymies growth. I know many SME companies in
the sector that would love to move into such
facilities.

We now need to foster our own wealth indigen-
ously. I was very disappointed the Minister failed
to make advances in the technology area in light
of the budget. We need to find ways in which we
can support technology-orientated SMEs bring-
ing in medium-risk investment from the domestic
market in a friendly way. We need grant schemes
and tax incentives that will work. We have seen
so many of them in the past from Fianna F4il that
have not worked and only promoted the interests
of its patrons. Workable incentives are needed
now more than ever for the technology sector
because SME:s find it much more difficult to gain
access to investment capital from banks, which
are putting the squeeze on them.

In the IT sector, we should encourage develop-
ment of embedded computer systems and
devices. Why are we only investing €1 million in
an EU joint technology initiative in this area? We
should also encourage investment in mobile inte-
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gration services, digital advertising, intellectual
property rights and their management, second-
generation and third-generation web technology
development and gaming technologies. This is not
rocket science. Most I'T gurus could compile such
a list better than I could, I have merely selected
some of the areas with which I am familiar from
my background.

We need to examine our techniques for gener-
ating investment from abroad. We need Keynes-
type economic strategies in order to get our econ-
omy moving again in the direction we desire. We
cannot just sit on our hands, as is happening at
present.

I welcome the increase in VAT thresholds in
the Finance Bill, but we need to consider total
VAT reform for small businesses. We need to
fast-track the national development programme
and broadband roll-out and integrated ticketing
in particular. When considering public sector
reform, we must consider in particular devel-
opments at management level and ensure that we
measure performance and achieve accountability.
The HSE is an obvious target but we must also
consider tourism and job creation agencies. Fresh
regional investment policies that achieve positive
discrimination are required.

On the specifics of the Finance Bill, I do not
agree with the sly privatisation of the construc-
tion of hospice care facilities by the Minister
through capital tax allowances. Will the Minister
finally put us out of our misery in respect of
decentralisation? We have exceeded the deadline
and we have only witnessed a 10% increase. On
the issue of pensions, we need to consider the
merits of offering tax relief at the current rate.
Up to half the population do not have a pension
fund. Why are we still imposing VAT on defi-
brillators at a rate of 21%? Why are we not
doubling the capitation grant to primary schools?
Why are the tidy towns organisations not being
accorded charitable status?

I welcome a number of points in the Finance
Bill but I do not have time to address them, and
there are other points I do not welcome. I will
move amendments to the Bill on Committee
Stage.

The gains made by the PAYE worker in the
budget are already rendered meaningless by
inflation. If someone earns approximately
€35,000 and does overtime or gets a
bonus, he or she must pay tax on it
at a rate of 41%. The Minister will
soon have a salary of €270,000. With that salary
comes responsibility, and in this regard he is not
measuring up. His self-delusional and non-inter-
ventionist attitude is not working. He is acting
like the kid who thinks he knows something all
the rest of us do not.

1 o’clock

Acting Chairman (Senator John Paul Phelan):
I must ask Senator Kelly to finish.
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Senator Alan Kelly: I hope the Tanaiste does,
but like the kid in the playground he knows much
less than he thinks he does and now we will find
out that to the country’s cost. I thank the Acting
Chairman for his indulgence.

Senator John Hanafin: It is interesting——

Deputy Willie O°’Dea: Who writes Senator Kel-
ly’s scripts?

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Who writes the Mini-
ster’s Sunday Independent articles?

Senator Alan Kelly: I write my own.

Acting Chairman: Senator Hanafin without
interruption.

Senator John Hanafin: It is interesting to hear
someone state he will not talk down the economy
and then spend the next ten minutes, rather than
eight, doing so.

Senator Alan Kelly: That is the standard line
drawn out.

Senator John Hanafin: This year there will be
growth of 2.3% in the economy.

Senator Alan Kelly: Previously they stated it
would be 3.5%.

Senator John Hanafin: For an economy that
has doubled in size twice in the past 15 years,
there is a simple mathematical equation called
the 72 rule to work it out. One divides the growth
rate into 72 to get how many years it takes to
double the size of an economy or of one’s
investment.

The economy has doubled in size twice in the
past 15 years and on top of that it will grow by
2.3% this year. Notwithstanding the fact that the
euro is at a very high level, the American econ-
omy is going into recession and the price of oil
has risen to $110 a barrel, it is a remarkable
robust economy that is still growing at 2.3%. The
fact that it will continue to grow shows the solid
stewardship of this Government. At a time when
there is a slowdown, the Téanaiste ensured in the
budget that those who were less well off were
looked after. The social welfare provisions in the
budget are to be commended.

The Finance Bill deals with supporting
enterprise, innovation and employment to
advance sustainable development and to ensure a
fairer tax system. The fact that the top 1% in this
country pay 25% of the income tax shows there
is a fair tax wedge. The reality is that a single
worker on average earnings in Ireland continues
to have the lowest tax wedge in the EU and one
of the lowest in the entire OECD. This is a
balanced budget and this Finance Bill proves it.
It deals with issues that needed to be dealt with.
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Since the 1960s we have had the largest and
most consistent development in economic terms
of which we know. What we are doing is modulat-
ing that growth. I will explain what I mean. The
construction industry was powering ahead on its
own steam. When a slowdown came the Ténaiste
took the opportunity in this Finance Bill to
increase mortgage interest relief so that a single
person can get the advantage of another €33 a
month and a married couple can get €66 a month.
The Tanaiste has within his capacity to increase
that. He could have given marginal relief at top
rates. There are many measures the Government
can take to ensure the economy is modulated and
there will not be a significant slowdown. He has
also decreased the term in which owner-occupiers
must refund the benefit they accrued from prefer-
ential stamp duty rates if they let their house
from five years to two years, in this Finance Bill.
This is because of the movement in the economy
and the way people live now.

I suggest there will be continued growth and
we will continue on an upward trajectory. From
the 1960s, notwithstanding a recession in the
1970s and the oil shock in the 1980s, there was a
continuing line. This Government has continued
to see to growth. There is a provision for research
and development for ten years so that such
activity, which is the higher end of the market,
can continue. We are still looking to the future
and to the times when we will continue to grow
at the rate of growth we had previously.

There are other positive measures within this
Bill. The employee share ownership trust, which
allows persons the benefit of more tax relief to
borrow to buy shares in their own companies,
ensures wealth is spread throughout the country.

I suggest to the Ténaiste, now that the UK has
introduced a tax on persons of significant wealth
and there are those in the UK who might feel an
objection to this by virtue of their residency, that
there might be an opportunity in the next Finance
Bill for us to look to attract some of those people
to this country. I am certain there will be an
innovative approach by this Government in the
future and now that this opportunity has
presented itself this year, perhaps that is some-
thing that the Tdnaiste might bear in mind.

I also commend the Tanaiste on increasing the
amount of tax that will be paid by companies
drilling for oil. We have a gas industry in this
country but not many people know that signifi-
cant amounts have been expended yearly which
have not produced any returns. However, in
times past the Tédnaiste was generous in his allow-
ances on corporation taxes. Now that events have
changed in the world market, the Tanaiste has
reflected that by increasing the tax to ensure
those companies which benefit significantly from
an oil or gas find will pay an appropriate rate,
given that billions have been expended with little
enough return in many instances.

There have been significant changes in stamp
duty and in the way VAT is charged. In the
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budget the Ténaiste took the opportunity to tidy
up many of the outstanding issues for evasion. He
also took the opportunity to increase certain
reliefs, including the rent-a-room relief, so that
the attractive nature of these remained.

By and large, at a time when the economy was
uncertain, the Tanaiste took the prudent
approach and did what I would expect him to do.
He decreased the burdens on business in terms of
red tape, increased taxes where they were neces-
sary on windfall profits on oil companies, ensured
people who were less well off received significant
increases, and ensured workers would continue to
pay the lowest marginal rates in the EU and in
the OECD. I could only commend the Ténaiste
on his work to support enterprise, innovation and
employment, to advance sustainable develop-
ment and to ensure a fairer tax system.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Cuirim failte roimh an
Aire, an Teachta O’Dea. I feel a little like the
fiddler on the roof, but having to pick a pocket or
two. The Members opposite are probably smiling
graciously at themselves and stating that they are
in a great world. I was watching the “The Vicar
of Dibley” the other night on television and I feel
a bit like that here because the world in which I
live is not the one in which the Members opposite
are living.

Senator Jim Walsh: Remember the 1980s.

Acting Chairman: Senator Buttimer without
interruption.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: The 1980s were a time
when the party opposite played politics with
everything.

Senator Jim Walsh: Senator Buttimer’s party
played havoc with the economy.

Acting Chairman: Senator Buttimer without
interruption.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: When my party
inherited the situation, we were financially pru-
dent and when we left office we continued with
the Tallaght strategy. Perhaps there could be
consensus.

Senator Jim Walsh: That was after the Inter-
national Monetary Fund was going to come in to
pick up after them.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: The Finance Bill is
presented to us at a questionable economic time.
As Senator Hanafin correctly stated, the US
economy is in recession even though President
Bush says it is not. Senator Kelly referred to it.
Perhaps we would say Ireland is in neutral or per-
haps moving backwards, although the Members
opposite might not agree.

There are serious questions raised about the
competitiveness of the economy at this time and
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it is against this backdrop we debate the Finance
Bill. The threats are that our competitiveness has
decreased and continues to do so, our rate of
inflation is ahead of that of other European coun-
tries, and our market share of exports is low. The
Ténaiste and Minister for Finance, Deputy
Cowen, had a surplus and now there is a deficit,
which begs the question about his prudence in
managing the economy.

Senator Hanafin spoke of housing starts. Total
house completions for the fourth quarter in 2007
were down on the same period the previous year.
Unemployment, inflation and headline crime are
all up and our gross domestic product growth is
only half what it was last year. Let us have a
realistic debate about our economy and how it
is managed.

Whether we like it or not, the Government has
blown the funds that resulted from the boom. It
has gone berserk. An example of the net result is
that in Cork South-Central there is no National
Roads Authority road programme. There is a cry-
ing need for an upgrade of the N20 to accommo-
date movement from the port of Cork to Ringas-
kiddy, but nothing has been done. We have traffic
gridlock as part of the Ballincollig-Bishopstown
access. Promises were made by the Minister for
Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Deputy
Martin, with great fanfare, to the effect that new
flyovers that would be included in the roads prog-
ramme, but ten years later we still have nothing
at this time of so-called economic prosperity. Per-
haps the Minister for Defence, Deputy O’Dea, is
delivering for Limerick but Deputy Martin is not
giving much to Cork South-Central. Perhaps the
Minister, Deputy O’Dea, will have a word with
him. I know the Minister is a man of great influ-
ence in Cabinet. Given his articles in the Sunday
Independent, people will listen to him. Perhaps he
can talk to the Minister, Deputy Martin, about
delivering the roads programme for Cork South-
Central.

With regard to the Finance Bill, we have seen
complete incompetence by a Minister who has
been handed a cash cow. This week is national
neurology week, yet there are 22 vacancies for
neurosurgeons. We have waiting lists for treat-
ment and have doctors refusing to send people
for treatment because it is a pointless exercise on
account of the endless waiting lists. Three reports
were commissioned, but nothing has happened as
a result. What does that tell people and patients?

Senator Hanafin referred to rented accom-
modation in his remarks. The situation now is
that the Private Residential Tenancies Board has
closed its full-time office and is no longer open to
the public. Landlords rent out rooms, claim all
the credits, there is little accountability and the
public is left with nothing.

I wish to take issue with sections 69 to 81,
inclusive, which deal with measures regarding off-
licences. There is a marginal increase from €250
to €300 for an off-licence fee. This is very disap-
pointing given the fact that our alcohol consump-
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tion pattern has increased dramatically. Senator
O’Reilly mentioned there has been a retreat from
pub drinking to drinking in the home. This has
been led by growth in the off-licence industry. It
is time the nation said “Enough is enough” with
regard to the sale of alcohol in off-licences, shops
and petrol stations. The situation has gone
beyond a joke. Statistics demonstrate that
between 1986 and 2006, average alcohol con-
sumption per adult was 10.1 litres. This has risen
to 13.36, which is a 32% increase. This is a stag-
gering increase by any stretch of the imagination,
yet there has only been a marginal increase in the
fee for an off-licence.

I welcome the measures in the Bill with regard
to palliative care. I urge the Minister, Deputy
O’Dea, to approach the Minister, Deputy Martin,
on another issue. This week in Cork the Minister,
Deputy Martin, opposed the co-location of a
hospital, a proposal which is promoted by
Government policy. Section 26 of the Bill pro-
poses tax incentives for co-located hospitals.
What would happen if the Minister, Deputy
Martin, were Minister for Health and Children? I
would like to hear whether they would go ahead.

Senator Kelly referred to the issue of defi-
brillators. The situation in this regard needs to be
addressed urgently. There is a 21% VAT rate on
defibrillators, which is unfair. Many voluntary
and community groups raise money to buy defi-
brillators, but they are penalised with VAT. I
urge the Minister to remove the VAT on defi-
brillators.

I am disappointed that the Cork docklands
development has not been included in the pro-
visions of the Finance Bill. We were told by the
Minister’s colleagues in Government who are
from Cork that it would be included. We were
told previously that it would be included in the
budget provisions, but that did not happen. Tax
breaks are essential for this critical project. I
appeal to the Minister, Deputy O’Dea, to return
to the Minister for Finance and the Minister for
Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Deputy
Martin, to urge them to include tax breaks for
Cork. Howard Holdings published its plans for
the docklands this week which propose significant
innovative regeneration for the city. We need
further debate on balanced regional development
with an emphasis on Cork as our second city.
Cork is losing out as a result of the access from
Dublin to Belfast. We need to redress the imbal-
ance. | know I will be told that EU regulations
restrict this but I think that is a red herring intro-
duced because of the failure to make the required
provisions in the Finance Bill.

I thank the Chair for the opportunity to speak
on this. I hope those of us who seem critical of
the economy are not seen as talking it down. As
Senator Kelly said, pointing out the errors of the
Government’s ways does not mean we are talking
it down, rather, we are pointing out the errors of
the Ministers’ ways.
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Senator Jim Walsh: Ar an gcéad dul sios ba
mhaith liom failte a chur roimh an Aire Cosanta,
an Teachta Willie O’Dea, go dti an Teach chun
an Bille tdbhachtach seo a phlé. Undoubtedly,
although the Opposition may be slow to acknowl-
edge this, around the world the economic
fortunes of Ireland are seen to have improved
beyond all expectations over the past ten to 15
years. Most economists were caught unawares by
the significant growth patterns we achieved.

We are now entering choppier economic
waters globally. There is a domestic aspect to this
also in that our construction industry, which in
recent years was a driver of growth rates, was
primed strongly. This is no longer sustainable and
we have now come to a downward spiral in that
regard. This is not to say it is coming back to
more realistic levels. Many of us would have
argued some years back, when there was a
reduction from the 10% and 11% growth we
experienced at one stage in the early part of the
decade, that it was not sustainable and that all
infrastructure was coming under stress and strain
as a consequence. The move we are experiencing
now is a challenge and must be managed. We will
do that from a position of having created a much
stronger wealth base than the country has ever
seen.

I was taken by the comment made by Senator
MacSharry about the currency situation. This is
one of the issues which impacts on economic
growth, not just here but across Europe. The dol-
lar is still a strong currency used as a barometer
and financial tool for business in many industries.
Europe showed, particularly 15 to 20 years ago
before we got the common currency of the euro,
that the economic and monetary union worked
very effectively. We had a basket of currencies
which, through certain disciplines, were able to
fluctuate within certain well-defined bands. I am
not sufficiently expert in this area but it strikes
me that this system might be a model that could
be applied to a global basket of currencies, such
as the dollar, the euro, the yen and pe