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————

Chuaigh an Cathaoirleach i gceannas ar 2.30 p.m.

————

Paidir.

Prayer.

————

Business of Seanad

An Cathaoirleach: I have received notice from Senator Fidelma Healy Eames that, on the
motion for the Adjournment of the House today, she proposes to raise the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Education and Skills to clarify if she is aware that there is
long-term damage to children’s backs and overall posture caused by backward sloping school
chairs used as standard practice in all Irish schools.

I have also received notice from Senator Paudie Coffey of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government to
produce a national strategy to deal with public exposure to radon gas due to high levels of
the gas in parts of Ireland and the subsequent threat of exposure to public health.

I have also received notice from Senator Jerry Buttimer of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Justice and Law Reform to make a statement on the
measures taken and in place to prevent entry into Ireland by EU and non-EU citizens with
known criminal records.

I regard the matters raised by the Senators as suitable for discussion on the Adjournment and
they will be taken at the conclusion of business.
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Order of 19 October 2010. Business

Order of Business

Senator Donie Cassidy: The Order of Business is No. 1, Report of the Committee on Pro-
cedure and Privileges, to be taken without debate at the conclusion of the Order of Business;
No. 2, Construction Contracts Bill 2010 — Order for Committee Stage, to be taken at the
conclusion of No. 1; and No. 3, Statements on the restructuring of VECs, to be taken at the
conclusion of No. 2 and conclude not later than 6.45 p.m., and on which spokespersons may
speak for 12 minutes and all other Senators for seven minutes and Senators may share time,
by agreement of the House, with the Minister to be called upon to reply ten minutes before
the conclusion of the debate for closing comments.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: The headlines in the various newspapers today say it all: the Irish
Independent “Budget 2011: Double the pain”; and The Irish Times, “€5 billion in spending cuts
and tax increases could be on agenda”. My question for the Government is why has it taken
so long for these figures to emerge. Why has the public not been told the truth because these
figures did not just emerge when the Opposition spokespersons went in yesterday? Why has it
taken so long for the real state of the public finances to be on the agenda in a real way? The
newspapers also state that the Government will have to come clean. I raise this particularly in
view of the speech the Minister for Health and Children, Deputy Harney, gave this morning,
where she stated that €600 million would have to be cut from the health budget.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: She said €1 billion.

Senator Paul Coghlan: The figure is €600 million to €1 billion.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: Some €600 million to €1 billion.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: This will come, it would appear from what she stated, mostly
from front-line services. Front-line services means, in effect, everything from home help to
services in the community and services for neonatals. I met a couple at the weekend who had
a very young vulnerable sick child and who told me the suctioning material and equipment
they need was being rationed by hospitals at present. That is what we are talking about.

I call for a debate in this House on these issues because this is what we should be discussing
because everybody else is. It is not enough that it happens only in the Department of Finance.
We need to be discussing these figures in this House. I call for an amendment to the Order of
Business to discuss the reality of the figures which were presented to the Opposition spokes-
persons yesterday and their implications and the kind of response they will need from all parties
in this House. This is what we need to be discussing in the House today. The public needs to
be involved in these discussions. They need to hear about these choices in these Houses at this
time. This is not about private conversations in the Department of Finance with anybody. This
is about real discussion in the Oireachtas in the weeks to come.

Senator Joe O’Toole: Regarding the budgetary figures as they emerged yesterday, it looked
good to see all the different party groups going in and going through the issues with the Depart-
ment of Finance and coming out with a clear message. There is also a need for us to give a
further message, that we have been in this place previously — in the 1980s when the national
figures were equally bad. It is important we recognise that, whether under this Government or
the next Government, we can work our way out of it.

I do not believe we can get back to a 3% deficit by 2014, but we need to take the hard
measures early on. The current budget should be front loaded for the simple reason of giving
confidence and certainty to those who can spend money but who are afraid to do so. We need
to be able to state after the forthcoming budget that it was the worst of the budgets to come.
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Order of 19 October 2010. Business

People are saving more than ever and the savings ratio is higher than at any time in the history
of the State. Many pensioners and public servants have money but need assurance if they are
to spend it, keep the economy going and improve consumer confidence. This can only be done
by introducing a front-loaded budget. People will then know the worst is over and subsequent
budgets, while bad, will not be as bad as this one. In this regard, I applaud a report over the
weekend on the Fine Gael Party’s view on public sector reform and its attitude to the Croke
Park agreement, which it states it wants to work. It is important that everyone sees there is
consensus on this matter.

To respond to issues raised by a number of individuals, including Senator Harris, as I have
consistently stated, public sector reform is necessary. However, one should not forget that the
reform process commenced 18 months ago when the talks that delivered the Croke Park agree-
ment began. A moratorium on recruitment, the pension levy and salary cuts were introduced
and accepted, however reluctantly. The reduction in public servants’ salaries is delivering sav-
ings of €1 billion per annum, the pension levy is delivering savings of €800 million per annum
and the savings arising from jobs not being filled since the introduction of the moratorium
amount to €500 million per annum. Combined, these measures have produced savings of almost
€2.5 billion or three times the annual cost of the benchmarking process, an issue which has
repeatedly been raised. Public sector workers, as opposed to the public sector per se, have taken
a reduction that delivers annual savings of €2.5 billion. It is equally important to remember that,
notwithstanding the reduction in public service numbers, work on public sector reform is still
being done, although more needs to be done. It is for this reason that the Croke Park agreement
needs to be pushed forward.

The Tánaiste made an incorrect statement in the other House last week when she indicated
that the plans from the various Departments would not be published. I checked this morning
with the Department of Finance and the plans will be published. The performance indicators
will be available and Senators will be able to monitor improvements.

Senator Phil Prendergast: The issue I raise relates to the dignity and relevance of the House.
On 16 June last the Seanad debated the Health Service Executive, with the Minister for Health
and Children, Deputy Harney, present. At the time I stated the Government side had colluded
with the Minister to help her to avoid answering questions during the debate. I expressed this
concern twice and the Leader twice responded that I did not have reason to worry, as the
Minister would return to the House. When I raised the issue on 22 June, Senator Feeney, the
Acting Chairman, stated the Minister had taken detailed notes of the questions raised and had
undertaken to reply to Senators when she next came before the House. The Leader indicated
that the Minister had agreed to return to the House and would do so within two weeks. I did
not believe the assurances I had been given and Senator Buttimer and I raised the issue again
on the Order of Business on 6 July. The Leader responded that the Minister would return to
the House the following week when the debate would resume. Nothing of the sort happened
and when the debate resumed on 29 September, almost 15 weeks after it had commenced, the
Minister of State, Deputy Moloney, was in attendance. During the debate I did not receive a
response to any of the issues I had raised with the Minister in June. When I raised this as a
point of order, I was alarmed to learn from the Leas-Chathaoirleach that he could not direct
the Minister to answer any questions. The important debate has acquired greater significance
following the Minister’s statement today that cuts of between €600 million and €1 billion will
be made next year.

The debate in June addressed one of the few areas of public policy that attracts cross-party
support and agreement, namely, the manner in which the Health Service Executive behaves.
The questions many other Senators and I raised were important to many people. For instance,
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Order of 19 October 2010. Business

[Senator Phil Prendergast.]

I referred to decisions to close services without an appraisal of the options, HSE decisions that
had resulted in the Minister breaking her word, the impact the cervical cancer vaccine prog-
ramme would have on those who normally relied on public health nurses and the waste of
money by the HSE. The Minister has a duty to address the issues and should not be facilitated
in dodging questions anywhere, least of all in this House. As the person in charge of the health
service, I want her to be accountable to the Upper House. On this occasion, she was not
accountable, which demeans the Seanad and defeats its purpose. It supports the case of those
who argue that this House is irrelevant and a waste of taxpayers’ money. It certainly was
irrelevant on this occasion and certainly wasted money because it is estimated that the Seanad
accounts for between 20% and 25% of the entire cost of the Oireachtas, which is upwards of
€20 million annually. This means that it costs the guts of €200,000 per day to run the Seanad
and if one makes a conservative estimate that a three-hour debate comprises one third of
Members’ average working day, then this Seanad debate costs €75,000, not including the hours
of the Minister’s staff. All that money and all that effort, which supposedly was directed to
addressing matters of public concern, was completely wasted.

Senator Dan Boyle: The House will have an opportunity tomorrow to debate the statement
by the Minister for Finance in the other House on the ultimate cost of the banking crisis. It
will be an important debate because it will answer some of the questions posed this afternoon
by Senator Fitzgerald. The budgetary outlook, as outlined in the monthly Exchequer figures,
has been more or less on track with regard to the expenditure and taxation that was forecast
in the budget for 2009. The banking figures undoubtedly are the new difference between what
was anticipated then and what must be dealt with now.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: It is more than just the banking figures.

Senator Dan Boyle: A further factor is that forecasts for economic growth must be revised
downwards. Although such growth still will occur, this has happened because of the judgment
that has been made on Ireland by international ratings agencies and this is the reality we must
face. Like Senator O’Toole, I am grateful for the opportunity afforded to Opposition parties
to go to the Department of Finance yesterday. The meeting between the leaders that will take
place later this week, as well as possible other meetings with key spokespersons, will advance
that process. If there is one message that must be sent from this House, it is that this budget,
which Senator O’Toole has rightly stated must be front-loaded and after which the four-year
budgetary strategy process needs to take a step-down approach, is one that will affect each
citizen within the State and any attempt to pretend otherwise to the effect that there will be
people who will not be affected by the decisions that must be made would not be honest.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: Like all the other budgets.

Senator Dan Boyle: When formulating as largely an agreed a process as possible, Members
must ensure those who can take more of the brunt of such decisions do so. This is where the
real political challenge will be.

As for other debates before this House, I seek an opportunity to examine some of the issues
that have been raised with regard to the health debate. The figure of €600 million to €1 billion,
while large in itself, constitutes 4% to 5% of the overall budget and if everyone is honest, these
are the type of cuts that are envisaged across all Departments. Where real consensus exists is
about the existence and the future of the Health Service Executive as the best body to deliver
health services. It is on this issue that debate is required in this House, which might inform
where real savings and improvements in the health service may be made in the coming years.
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Order of 19 October 2010. Business

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: Members learned today that up to €15 billion in adjustments
will be needed over the next four budgets — double the hole, double the pain. When will it
stop? Where is the outrage? I second the amendment to the Order of Business tabled by
Senator Fitzgerald. I again ask the Leader how long was the Minister for Finance, Deputy
Brian Lenihan, aware of this because it was not just yesterday. What kind of phoney Govern-
ment does Ireland have? First there was the blanket guarantee, second there was NAMA and
now a national consensus is what the Government needs to remain in office for another two
years. The Government has let people down at every hand’s turn, especially the Minister for
Finance because he has got each prediction wrong. I seek the Leader’s personal view on the
need for an immediate general election because that would provide something honest and
truthful. For a start, it would give a good news story to the international market.

Senator Terry Leyden: Would a general election be a good news story?

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: Yes, it would because——

An Cathaoirleach: Questions to the Leader, please. No interruptions.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: ——there is no confidence in the Government and no good
news is coming out from Ireland.

Senator Terry Leyden: Deputy McCormack is running again.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: The second issue I wish to raise with the Leader is the extent
to which the Tánaiste and Minister for Education and Skills is out of touch with the scale of
unemployment among young teachers. I am shocked and galled that of 400 graduates from one
of our teacher training colleges this year, only 30 are employed. The Tánaiste does not even
need the public finances to be rectified to fix the mess over which she presides at present.
When I met 40 young teachers yesterday, they told me the probation period for newly qualified
teachers was being cut from five years to three and that there were no posts in which they
could be on probation. That could be fixed with the stroke of a pen. Some principal teachers,
including one I know of in Galway, are hiring retired teachers to cover for teachers on
maternity leave. This is completely wrong and the Minister must intervene. By having such a
spot one could allow a teacher to teach on probation. It is outrageous that the Minister would
seek to amend legislation to allow unqualified teachers to teach when so many young teachers
are on the dole. Let her get a grip. I call for an urgent debate on the matter to replace state-
ments on the restructuring of the VECs.

Senator Ned O’Sullivan: The Senator should be careful what she wishes for because it might
come true.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: It should for the country, not for me.

Senator Ned O’Sullivan: Elections do not always produce the results one might anticipate.
The Senator is, at least, in the Seanad which her party leader proposes to abolish. Her chances
would be further reduced if that were to happen.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: Is that not just cute hoorism?

Senator Ned O’Sullivan: This Chamber attracts much criticism from the media and the
general public and the leader of one of the main parties wants to abolish it. I would like to
report some positive news about it. First, I thank the Leader who receives more than his fair
share of abuse. He responded promptly and proactively on the matter of employment in north
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Order of 19 October 2010. Business

[Senator Ned O’Sullivan.]

Kerry which I raised last Wednesday. He said he would arrange an urgent debate on the issue
the following day. That decision by him exercised many minds at high levels and before the
day was out a statement had been issued on the ongoing problem by the Minister for the
Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Deputy Gormley. Next week officials from the
Chief State Solicitor’s office will meet legal representatives of the promoters of the project.
This indicates great clarity on what was a big muddle, for which I thank the Leader.

Several months ago I raised the matter of pilfering in the postal service in Munster. There
had been widespread reports of money and valuable items going astray in the post and the
issue was picked up in the media. I am glad to report An Post engaged in covert surveillance
of the service in Munster and last week newspapers reported that the surveillance had been
fruitful, that at least one arrest had been made and a file sent to the Director of Public Pros-
ecutions. People are also finding that their post is getting to its destination. The House, there-
fore, can be useful to the public in practical ways and as such, we should not talk ourselves
down.

Senator David Norris: Will the Leader arrange either a debate on the siting of the children’s
hospital or for the making of a statement by the Minister on the matter? At the beginning of
this process I had a motion on the Order Paper looking for an international peer review of the
site selection process and I was advised by consultants on the matter. However, my call was
denied, although it would only have taken one month to complete the review. I recently heard
a woman on radio telling how she had brought her son who had appendicitis to the Mater
Hospital. Because of a function which was taking place in Croke Park she could not get down
the North Circular Road and had to go all the way around, eventually reaching the car park.
She then could not get into the accident and emergency department from that end and had to
take her son all the way up Eccles Street, around by Berkeley Road and down the North
Circular Road. By the time they got into the hospital he was very ill and his appendix ruptured
before he got to the operating theatre.

We then saw the resignation of Mr. Philip Lynch who instanced a funding gap of €110 million,
to which I have adverted. The Minister for Health and Children, Deputy Harney, went on the
airwaves to say one could not change the destination of a train once it had left the station. I
advise her to visit Kingsbridge Station, renamed Seán Heuston Station, where one can catch
trains the direction of which can be changed by a judicious use of the points system. One can
travel to Limerick, Waterford, Galway, Tralee and Westport. The expert was not asked whether
the hospital should be built on the Eccles Street site but whether it could be built there. The
instance the Minister gave of Chicago is also misleading. The site of that hospital was the least
positive and most negative factor in its development.

I am surprised by the support the Minister has been given by Mr. Frank McDonald. However,
I am talking against myself to a certain extent, as it is important that the hospital is built. To
be supported by Mr. McDonald when one of the crucial transport elements of the plan is the
metro north project that he has devoted his entire career to sabotaging and undermining sug-
gests a certain degree of confusion. It is important, therefore, that we have the matter clarified
and, in the interests of our sick children, the hospital built at in the best site and with the
maximum speed.

Senator Labhrás Ó Murchú: Last week I attended a full to capacity cross-party meeting at
one of Dublin’s historic sites. The meeting was addressed by Mr. James Connolly, the grandson
of the illustrious patriot of the same name. It was an emotional and inspiring occasion and we
were all conscious of the great legacy of tenacity and sacrifice we as a people had inherited.
The significance of that legacy cannot be avoided in these challenging times. The meeting had
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been called to highlight the campaign to save the Moore Street buildings connected with the
1916 Rising and the signing of the surrender document. It was interesting to learn that the
relatives of all of the executed leaders of the 1916 Rising supported the campaign. We have an
ideal opportunity to establish an historical and cultural centre that would lift the spirits of the
people, particularly those who would visit it. It could be a major tourist attraction, but there
are fears that the buildings will be desecrated. I ask the Leader to contact the Government
about the buildings and, if necessary, introduce emergency legislation to save them. I also ask
that they be integrated into any programme being planned to mark the centenary of the Rising.
I beseach the Leader to treat the matter with urgency because it was evident at the meeting
that the campaign had widespread support.

3 o’clock

Senator Liam Twomey: If the Green Party had not bounced the Taoiseach into seeking
consensus, when was the Minister for Finance going to tell the people about the savage cuts
coming down the tracks? The real political challenge for the Green Party and Fianna Fáil in

the next seven weeks is to be as honest as possible with the public. For this
reason, the Leader must arrange for the Minister and the Taoiseach to appear
before the House. They will have to give up on the idea of making phoney budget

speeches in the first week of September and instead begin to outline what is to happen in this
country not only in the next 12 months but also in the next few years. Based on what the
Minister for Health and Children, Deputy Harney, has said which is worthy of debate, we will
see cuts of at least 15% in front-line services. That will entail reductions in home help services,
the availability of nurses and equipment in intensive care units and for newborn babies. The
cuts will be dramatic and before Senator Boyle looks sideways to suggest I am being silly——

An Cathaoirleach: The Senator should speak to the Leader, not to other Members.

Senator Liam Twomey: Bailing out the toxic banks will cost the country at least €1.5 billion
every year for the rest of my working life. That is also the cost of keeping accident and emer-
gency departments open.

Senator Dan Boyle: Is the Senator retiring early?

Senator Liam Twomey: I might be working for longer than the Senator thinks. These econ-
omic matters have serious consequences for the people. We need to bring to an end the phoney
games and begin to offer real figures and have proper discussions on the savage cuts coming
down the line.

Senator Mark Dearey: I call for a debate on the national minimum wage. I do not refer to
the amount per se but to the fact that it is acting as a barrier to employment creation for a
cohort of those seeking jobs.

The last increase in the minimum wage was on 1 July 2007 when it went from €8.30 to €8.65,
a 35 cent increase. While that may not seem much, for every 100 hours of employment an
employer provides, it is a €35 increase, and many small employers are providing 200 to 300
hours a week. One can do the sums to round that up to approximately €5,000 per year which
this 35 cent will cost an average retailer, small business, pub or otherwise.

It is a competitiveness issue but it is also a case where employers are deciding not to employ
and to run their businesses on the basis of providing a minimal service level to customers
because they simply cannot afford to provide a full service. If employers were free to negotiate
with prospective employees around rates below the national minimum wage, it could bring a
very large number of new people into the workforce.

7



Order of 19 October 2010. Business

[Senator Mark Dearey.]

Obviously, in these negotiations such people would need to be protected by employment
regulation orders and registered employment agreements if it is within a sector that is recog-
nised by the sectoral agreements currently in place. With some consideration and sufficient
protection given to those seeking employment, an arrangement could be entered into whereby,
for a limited period of perhaps a year, people could be brought into the workforce at a rate
below the national minimum wage, obviously with a view to their being on the minimum wage
of €8.65 an hour within a given period. This would remove a significant barrier, act as an
employment generator and give a huge boost to competitiveness for many employers who
currently provide a sub-optimal level of service to their customers.

Senator Eugene Regan: The Government announced late last year or at the beginning of
this year that €7.5 billion was the adjustment needed in the public finances between 2011 and
2014. The IMF has adjusted that figure upwards and there are further adjustments given the
lack of pick-up in economic growth. What this signifies is the wrong moves made at every turn
by the Government on economic policy, where delays in taking decisions have stultified growth
and depressed market conditions.

I welcome the co-operation which is taking place between the political parties. Given the
crisis we are in, normal opposition politics is not on. It is incumbent on all parties to take
their responsibilities and share in the policy formation that is necessary to get us out of this
economic crisis.

The consensus which is emerging, and which I imagine will be on the broad parameters as
distinct from the detail, is to be greatly welcomed. We know we have a national crisis and it is
important from our point of view to play our part in the national interest. That said, I do not
want the Government parties to think this is giving them political cover. There will be no net
benefit to Fianna Fáil and the Green Party for what is happening. The wrong moves that have
been made and the crisis we are in are of the Government’s making. The electorate will remem-
ber who is responsible when the election comes.

An Cathaoirleach: Is the Senator seeking a debate?

Senator Eugene Regan: On another issue, when we talk about consensus, there was a vote
of the Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Food last week in regard to the Ombudsman’s
report on the lost at sea scheme. I hope there would be some consensus in this House and the
Lower House in regard to that scheme, which was designed for two constituents of a former
Minister with responsibility for fisheries. I call on the Leader to arrange a debate on this matter.
We need to deal with it and we cannot reject out of hand a report of the Ombudsman on
the matter.

An Cathaoirleach: Time, please.

Senator Eugene Regan: The investigation by the agriculture committee clarified each and
every issue that had been raised in regard to that report——

An Cathaoirleach: We have no control over the agriculture committee.

Senator Eugene Regan: I agree. I am calling for a debate in this House. It was a very good
investigation by the committee but it has drawn the wrong conclusions. Partisan politics was at
play. We need a consensus on this issue.
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Senator Denis O’Donovan: The issue of the children’s hospital was raised by my colleague,
Senator Norris. I knew a mother on the Beara Peninsula who had got out of bed at 2.30 a.m.
week after week to catch the train to Dublin and then take a taxi from Heuston Station to visit
the old Crumlin Hospital with two sick children. Such people, whether on the Beara Peninsula,
in Dingle, County Donegal or Dublin, are sicking of waiting for the new hospital. Please get
on with it. I have no agenda, but it should be borne in mind that people living in rural areas
want the new hospital to be built. Let us forget about the Dublin 4 agenda. When the woman
from the Beara Peninsula arrived in Dublin, she did not care where the old hospital was,
whether it was located in Tallaght, and her problem is replicated for other parents in remote
and not so remote parts of rural Ireland. People living in my part of the country are sick of the
debate on where in Dublin the new hospital should be located.

On the issue of hospitals, approximately 1,200 Irish trained nurses emigrate annually. How
many non-EU nurses are working with the HSE and how many are working in private
hospitals? Two of my sisters had to emigrate to train in the nursing profession and they are
still abroad. I would hate to see a new generation having to emigrate. We train our nurses to
degree level in best practice, but the majority of our newly trained nurses are leaving our shores
for foreign climes. I do not want to give the wrong impression, but it sticks in the craw of some
when they see that a large percentage of nursing staff are non-EU nationals. Is it a question of
using cheap labour or special contracts? What are the facts and figures?

Senator Feargal Quinn: Senator O’Sullivan has referred to the fact that the Seanad received
positive news this week because of his success last week. I have some positive news to relay
also. On 19 May the Leader promised that I could introduce the Construction Contracts Bill
today. He has kept his word and Committee Stage of the Bill will be taken today. This is very
different from the situation in October two years ago when I introduced a Bill dealing with
organ donation and the giving of presumed consent. That Bill was not put to a vote on Second
Stage because the Minister said she would like to engage in public consultation on the issues
involved. Some of the figures published this week by the Irish Kidney Association show that,
once again, Spain is way ahead of other countries and just ahead of Portugal in terms of the
number of organ donors per one million of the population at approximately 35. Ireland is in
tenth place. What is important in this regard is not the rate of organ donation, but the number
of transplants that take place following organ donations. In that context, Ireland is in 16th
place. This means that some lives are lost because we have not reached a high enough level of
transplants following organ donations. It is possible to do something about this. The opt-out
system, the system proposed in the presumed consent Bill, would be worth accepting. The
Minister said she would give serious consideration to it but wanted to engage in public consul-
tation. I do not believe we need to engage in such consultation for two years; it could be done
more rapidly. As lives are being lost, we could and should move more quickly on the issue. I,
therefore, urge the Leader to press the Minister to move on it straightaway.

Senator Jim Walsh: I agree with Senator Twomey. It is essential that the Government is
open and honest with the Opposition parties and that a consensus develops. I note the Senator
is now privy to the seriousness of the matter, having accompanied the Fine Gael finance spokes-
person in the Dáil to the discussion. It is equally important that Senator Twomey and members
of the Opposition in general also be open and honest. If a person highlights the fact that €1.5
billion or €2 billion is going to be paid in interest on the money that has been invested in the
banks and if he or she does not believe this should be the case, he or she should outline his or
her alternative. I do not know anyone on the Opposition benches who is promoting the idea
that we should allow the country’s finances to collapse.
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Senator Liam Twomey: I was providing an explanation of where the Government’s policies
are taking us.

Senator Eugene Regan: It was a proposal for a good bank-bad bank. Two years ago it would
have cost us nothing.

An Cathaoirleach: There should be no interruptions. Members should put questions to the
Leader.

Senator Liam Twomey: Does Senator Walsh not recall assertions by those in government
that the bank guarantee would cost nothing?

Senator Jim Walsh: I ask the Leader to arrange a debate on competitiveness. I am of the
view that an issue arises in the context of the minimum wage, which is an inhibition to job
creation in certain sectors of the economy. Members who are in contact with business people
will be well aware that the joint labour council agreements which apply across many industries
are a major obstacle to competitiveness. People have been made unemployed and some have
been encouraged to enter the black economy as a result of these agreements. This matter must
be addressed and the agreements must be set aside. It was fine to establish rates of pay in the
good times. However, two or three years later we cannot afford those rates. This is similar to
buttressing the salaries that obtain in the public service.

I agree with Senator Ó Murchú in respect of Nos. 15 and 16 Moore Street. It is essential that
these two buildings be preserved, maintained and placed in public ownership in order that they
will be there for future generations to see. It would be a travesty, in the run up to the centenary
of the 1916 Rising, which ignited the War of Independence and led to our subsequent freedom
from the British, if we did not give the utmost priority to preserving the heritage of the era to
which I refer.

Senator Paul Coghlan: We are all in total shock with regard to the picture that appears to
be emerging with regard to the current budgetary position, which is much worse than we were
previously led to believe. Matters have reached such a pass that one is obliged to inquire as to
whether the position was masked or whether we were misled by the Government in respect
of it.

Senator Donie Cassidy: It was the banks that were responsible.

Senator Paul Coghlan: I will take the Leader’s word for it.

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: The Leader is referring to the banks.

Senator Paul Coghlan: He may well be but I am dealing with a separate issue, namely, the
current budgetary position.

An Cathaoirleach: I am seeking that the Senator put a question to the Leader.

Senator Paul Coghlan: I want to ask the Leader a very important question.

An Cathaoirleach: That is what we would like to hear.

Senator Paul Coghlan: I welcome the briefings that are taking place as part of the current
process. I agree with Senator O’Toole in respect of the need to front-load the budget in the
interests of conveying certainty and restoring confidence. In that context, I would welcome it
if the officials from the Department of Finance made all of the relevant information available
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to the Opposition. Everyone wants to be honest about this matter and there is a need for
people to place their cards face up on the table. I ask the Leader to give a commitment for a
full debate on this matter in the House when we reach the stage in the process where all will
have been revealed.

An Cathaoirleach: The Leader of the Opposition has proposed an amendment to the Order
of Business to have the matter debated today.

Senator Paul Coghlan: No, that amendment refers to a matter relating to health.

An Cathaoirleach: No, it does not.

Senator Paul Coghlan: I am referring to the budgetary position.

An Cathaoirleach: The amendment relates to finance not health.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Senator Fitzgerald’s amendment relates to the health budget. I am
referring to the overall budgetary position. It would not be possible to hold the debate I am
seeking today. I ask that the Leader give a commitment to making time available for a debate
on the budgetary position when the process to which I refer, and which may be ongoing for
some time, has reached a more definitive point.

Senator Geraldine Feeney: I support the calls by Senators Norris and O’Donovan that the
new children’s hospital be built and that the process should move forward. We started this
debate over four years ago in this House and I thought it had all but been put to bed until we
realised late last week there was a clash of personalities. As the Minister has said, we should
leave personalities to one side and do what is best for the sick children of this country.

I know parents who travel from the four corners of our little country to come to Dublin. As
Senator O’Donovan has pointed out, they do not care where in the city or the outskirts the
hospital will be built. They just want good and proper facilities for sick children rather than
treatment in antiquated buildings. They are very grateful for the medical personnel treating
their children but why should they not have state-of-the-art facilities to treat their children?
Quality and safety should be put before ease of access. I know parents who do not have private
transport to take sick children to Dublin and they must avail of public transport. Everyone
should be covered.

As I noted earlier, the debate is closed and the process has moved on. If we consider the
McKinsey report we can see that the Mater site is well fit for the type of hospital to be built
there. I have only seen plans in the newspapers and on television news programmes but it looks
to be absolutely outstanding infrastructure. There will not be a country in Europe that could
look in on us. If we let the issue go now by seeking a review, the money will be lost and the
sick children of the country will lose out.

Senator Rónán Mullen: Consensus should mean agreement on the big unpopular decisions
to be taken. There is a quid pro quo in this, which is surely that the Government must avoid
playing any public relations games and allow access to the kind of quality information needed
to assess the various decisions to be made over the coming months, even when that information
may be used to make a case against the Government. That must be the true meaning of
consensus — a free sharing of information and a genuine approach to the issues that seeks to
judge different proposals on their merits.

It is true that severe cutting must take place but it would be madness not to continue with
intelligent planning, as well as extra expenditure for areas where expense can be spared in the
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[Senator Rónán Mullen.]

long term. I am thinking in particular about stroke care in Ireland, about which I have spoken
before in this House. The Irish Heart Foundation commissioned an excellent report done by
the ESRI and the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland on estimating the annual economic
cost of stroke. We can say that the jury is no longer out. It is quite clear that we can have
better stroke care in this country, saving 750 people a year from either death or disability,
while at the same time making some savings. If 650 people were to have access to acute stroke
units, with another 100 people having access to thrombolysis, there could be a saving of €13
million. More than this, much unnecessary misery, heartbreak and disability could also be
saved.

It is important to have the Minister in the House to speak on the topic. A decision must be
made if the aim is to be realised to ensure adequate nursing staff to bring about the necessary
change in the short term. There must be a certain ring-fencing of funding for stroke service
developments. Just because we are talking about taking a great deal of pain in this country
over the next number of months, it cannot mean that we close our eyes to any necessary extra
expenditure in areas where lives and expenditure can be saved in the longer term.

Senator John Hanafin: Occasionally we get the opportunity to debate different issues and it
is interesting that we got some clarification last week as a result of those debates. Sr. Mary
MacKillop was in her day excommunicated because members of her order reported on child
sex abuse and last week she was made Australia’s first saint. There is no clearer indication
from the Vatican as to where it stands on the issue. It would be useful to remember that in
further debates in this House.

I ask the Leader for an ongoing debate on the opportunities to develop employment in the
economy. Now that we are taking the necessary cuts and looking for consensus, which we are
right to look for because the situation is serious but not impossible, we have the perfect oppor-
tunity in this House to identify regressive taxation or business opportunities that could and
should be brought to the attention of the Minister. Perhaps the Minister for Enterprise, Trade
and Innovation could spend some time on a regular basis in the House so we can debate those
issues with him.

It is important that we remember that Government has a five year mandate. It is a mandate
which it is expected to uphold through thick and thin. The ultimate date for the Dáil to end is
14 June 2012 and the Seanad 90 days thereafter.

Senator Joe O’Reilly: If we are to solve the problem in our national finances and bring hope
and confidence to our people three core ingredients are necessary. The first is the confidence
of the people in the process. The people must be with the process and believe in it. To achieve
that three things are necessary. First, the people must be told the truth. While yesterday was a
step in the right direction it is reprehensible that there has been a tardiness in bringing the
truth to the people.

It would not be generous of me not to say that Senator Harris made my second point before
but it merits repeating and I have made it in the past. We will have to start by giving an
example in the House. Top salaries are being paid in the country. Bonuses will have to go and
top salaries will have to be cut. Confidence that the cuts are starting at the top must be instilled
in people.

An audit of waste in the country will have to be done. This is the most serious point I wanted
to make and I want the Leader to take it on board. If we began an audit of waste — I do not
refer to front line services——
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An Cathaoirleach: Senator, your time is up.

Senator Joe O’Reilly: I want a debate on this. We need to audit wasted public expenditure
at an institutional level in semi-State bodies, quangos and the whole governmental process and
an immense level of savings could be achieved. I am prepared, based on my work in my clinic,
to document 25 areas of waste I encounter on a regular basis. That is necessary. We cannot
talk about reductions in services and intrusions into the freedoms and rights of people until we
establish that waste has been removed, that the cuts start at the top and that there is trans-
parency and fairness about the whole process.

Senator Marc MacSharry: I join with others in welcoming the fact that some briefings have
taken place over the past number of days. Following those briefings, I am glad to see that there
is much agreement on the kind of work that needs to be done. Yet, I sense that we will
spend another week discussing the indignation of what got us into the mess, which is perfectly
understandable, and the depth of our problems. We must begin to focus on the solutions and
start putting forward what we can talk about and what has to be talked about, namely, where
the cuts can be made and usefully done and what are the suggestions.

I do not want front line health services to be cut. If 70% of the bill comprises pay, it is a no-
brainer, unfortunately, and that is what we will have to talk about. I do not refer to the people
who are paid the least, who are on the minimum wage or who are at the lower levels but rather
those at higher levels. It is a simple fact of life. Of course we do not want to cut services but
we must ask those who are paid the most how much less they can take in their wage packets
and still maintain the same level of public sector services. It is as simple as that and it will have
to be done.

None of us wants to impede upon the very good things that are coming forward in the Good
Friday Agreement but we cannot continually ignore the elephant in the room. I agree with
Senator O’Reilly——

Senator Terry Leyden: It is the Croke Park agreement.

Senator Marc MacSharry: Senator Harris also mentioned it. It must be done as a matter of
the utmost urgency. There will be a debate on banking in the House tomorrow and I hope
Senators on both sides of the House can all stand up and say they think X or Y can be cut
because that is what needs to be done.

I wholeheartedly agree with Senator Walsh who spoke on the joint labour council agreements
on the pay rates for various trades and NERA. They involve policies which were introduced
and legislative changes over the past number of years which are representative, unfortunately,
of a different time. They were established to protect workers and ensure they were paid the
correct rates. Now, because of the way things have gone, they are an impediment to the main-
tenance and creation of employment. We must debate them to see how we can reform these
agreements and NERA to ensure they assist in the maintenance and creation of employment
rather than being an impediment, which they are increasingly becoming.

Senator Ivana Bacik: I listened with interest to Senator Hanafin stating the Government
might last until 14 June 2012.

Senator Camillus Glynn: It will.

An Cathaoirleach: Questions to the Leader and do not worry about that.
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Senator Ivana Bacik: I do not think anyone else is going to take a bet on that happening. I
support calls by others for a debate on the extent of cutbacks in the forthcoming budget. We
are getting a drip-feed of increasingly worse news about the true extent of the cuts which the
Government intends to make, from €3 billion to €4 billion and now to €5 billion. While I, like
others, very much welcome the sharing of information with the Opposition spokespersons, it
is something that Deputy Joan Burton has sought for many months — indeed some years —
to allow us to have informed debate about the scale of the crisis. As she stated, it is on an
horrendous scale. We need a debate in order that we can have greater clarity about the true
extent of the cuts, not only for the finance spokespersons but for all of us and for the people
of the country who are being drip-fed this news that seems to get worse by the week. They are
being kept in an almost deliberate state of intimidation and fear about the true extent of the
crisis. As we are looking at a four year budgetary plan, it is very important that we are given
greater clarity about the real state of the finances.

I join others in calling for a debate on health care, especially on the location of the children’s
hospital about which there is great controversy. There is public concern about what is hap-
pening to the funding and the true state of the plans. There are also concerns about the inad-
equacy of the proposed site at the Mater Hospital.

I commend the very brave and courageous young campaigner, Orla Tinsley, who has a very
powerful piece in The Irish Times today.

Senator David Norris: Hear, hear.

Senator Ivana Bacik: She notes the good news that a contract has been signed for the pro-
vision of a new cystic fibrosis unit at St. Vincent’s Hospital. We need a debate on the way we
can best improve services more generally for those living with cystic fibrosis.

An Cathaoirleach: We will not have time for a number of Senators to get in.

Senator Ann Ormonde: I support the call by Senator O’Donovan to discuss the reasons so
many young nurses must emigrate while at the same time a number of non-EU professionals
continue to occupy nursing positions in hospitals. While they are professional people and it
was fine for them to do so in good times, I believe as a philosophy of life that we must look
after our own first. Perhaps we should have a debate on why so many cannot find jobs in this
country. They are fine young women and men who, despite having qualified through the CAO
system, gone to college and obtained degrees, must emigrate. There is something not right
about this.

I support Senator Ó Murchú on the preservation of the block of old buildings between
O’Connell Street and Moore Street. Coupled with this discussion could be a debate on the
placement of the Abbey Theatre which has been discussed for a long time. O’Connell Street
is the way forward. It needs it now, especially for the republican image that all of us in the
House have.

Senator Eoghan Harris: In my experience, this is a fair-minded assembly, except on the rare
occasion on which it is gripped by party fever. I ask the House to put on its fair-minded
apparatus to hear two points. I support the call of Senators O’Toole and O’Reilly for the brunt
of any cuts to be borne by those parts of the public sector best able to bear them, and that
means starting with ourselves. Far too many Ministers, from the Taoiseach down, are paid far
too much with too many ministerial pensions and there are far too many fat cat civil servants
retired on €155,000 and upwards. Let them bear the brunt first because no else is able to bear
it. If there are any rich people left in Ireland, and there are some, they are not property

14



Order of 19 October 2010. Business

developers because they are all in NAMA. With regard to whatever is to be divided out,
looking objectively at the State one will see those best able to bear the burden are those in the
upper echelons of the scale in permanent and pensionable employment. I am all for taxing the
rich and the farmers, but after that one still needs to look at the public sector. Those of us in
the political class should bear the brunt of it first by taking a cut.

I ask fair-minded Members of the House, particularly Senators Ó Murchú and Norris, to
consider the gap between the treatment of the state of Israel and the great Russian Federation
on the matter of passports. When the Israelis abused our passport, the Minister for Foreign
Affairs made a song and dance about it. Hwever, when the intelligence service of the Russian
Federation abused it, he was mute. One could understand it if officials in the Israeli Embassy
were to show a certain cynicism as a result. They cannot express it, but I can. The gap in the
behaviour of the Minister for Foreign Affairs in the case involving the Russian Federation and
in that involving the Israelis can be measured by using four words — mendacity, double stan-
dards and hypocrisy.

Senator Mark Daly: I am also seeking a debate on the cuts proposed. It will be interesting to
see how Deputy Gilmore who has chosen not to impose tax cuts, pay cuts or any other cuts——

An Cathaoirleach: Time is almost up.

Senator Mark Daly: He does not want to increase tax rates. He has chosen the third option,
which is magic. If he can present a means by which the circle can be squared to the other
House and this one, through his colleagues, he will be the Houdini of economics. We have
been accused of drip-feeding information. I think everyone would say the Minister for Finance,
Deputy Brian Lenihan, is giving the information as he receives it.

Senator Ivana Bacik: That is even more worrying.

Senator Mark Daly: I do not think we would give figures until we were happy with them
ourselves. The House is aware that many of the figures given are estimates. We have to be
happy that they are accurate before anyone leaks them to the newspapers.

Senator John Paul Phelan: They have not been right so far.

Senator Mark Daly: I also seek a debate on health, with specific reference to the children’s
hospital. We should recall a huge debate that took place in Manchester a number of years ago
where people could not agree to amalgamate three hospitals into one. The three hospitals are
still operating and the people of Manchester are worse off for it. I do not know whether it
would make a huge difference if the new hospital was located a few miles one way or the other.
We are all seeking the best health care system for our children. I would like to conclude by
giving the House some good news, following the debate on Kenmare Community Hospital.
Members will be glad to hear Glenbeigh Construction won the tender competition.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Is that a question for the Leader?

Senator Liam Twomey: Deputy Healy Rae is a great man.

Senator Donie Cassidy: So is Senator Daly.

Senator Maurice Cummins: I would like to support what Senator Harris said about the Irish
passport issue which I raised in the House last week. I compared the action taken against Israel
with the lack of action against Russia. I asked for the Minister to be invited to come to the
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[Senator Maurice Cummins.]

House to explain the action he intended to take. Regrettably, we have had nothing but silence
to date.

Senator Ivana Bacik: Hear, hear.

Senator Maurice Cummins: Last Thursday night 75 prisoners took part in a major riot at
Mountjoy Prison in which several prison officers and prisoners were injured. I take the oppor-
tunity to compliment our prison officers who do an excellent job in very trying circumstances.
I have continually called for debates on the many issues relating to our prisons, including over-
crowding.

Senator Ivana Bacik: Hear, hear.

Senator Maurice Cummins: The Inspector of Prisons and Places of Detention has referred
to such issues in his annual reports, but we have yet to be given an opportunity to debate the
conditions in our prisons. The former Governor of Mountjoy Prison, Mr. John Lonergan, said
yesterday that overcrowding was causing major problems in the operation of the prison.
However, the Minister for Justice and Law Reform has contradicted that view. We need to
debate the issue as a matter of urgency. I ask the Cathaoirleach to ensure such a discussion
takes place at last.

Senator Paul Bradford: I support what Senators Harris and Cummins said on the Irish pass-
port issue. We need to show that this House has a balanced view of world affairs. Sadly, we
are continuing to express a one-sided view of Israel, in particular.

Senator MacSharry’s Freudian slip about the Good Friday Agreement has brought me to
the point I would like to make. As I have said previously, peace on this island, to a reasonable
degree, was achieved when the political parties in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland
decided to work together. None of the parties in question lost its political flavour or position
because they decided to work together in a spirit of consensus and co-operation. We have to
approach the country’s current economic plight in the same way. I am glad a degree of reality
has become apparent with regard to the scale of our economic problems and we need to match
it with a degree of political reality. The Leader must accept the concerns of Senators on this
side of the House about the possibility that the Opposition will be walked into a political trap.
As I have said repeatedly in the last 18 months, my guiding principle in this respect is the fact
that the Government’s political goose is absolutely cooked. I remind my colleagues that we do
not have to consume that goose by this Christmas.

Senator Paul Coghlan: We will save a little for next year.

Senator Paul Bradford: We need to set aside time to turn the economic ship of State around.
I reiterate that the various parties could demonstrate political maturity by sitting down and
agreeing a date for the next general election which I believe should take place early next
summer.

Senator Marc MacSharry: It will take place on 12 June 2012.

Senator Paul Bradford: Between now and then we should not have to worry about the views
of certain Independent Deputies who are concerned about the parish pump rather than the
country as a whole. We could debate the issues that need to be addressed and put in place the
foundations for the reconstruction of the economy. I assure my Fine Gael colleagues, in part-
icular, and everybody else on this side of the House that I am absolutely confident that when
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the election comes, the Government will be booted out of office. However, we first need to
help to turn around the economy.

Senator John Paul Phelan: I join Senator Fitzgerald in calling for a debate today on the
figures seen by the Opposition parties yesterday. I supported the idea of a consensus, involving
the Opposition parties in getting their hands on the fine details from the Department of Fin-
ance. The figure of €3 billion in cuts came from the Government which has projected that the
overall figure will be between €7.5 billion and €8 billion. We have been told today that it was
suddenly learned over the weekend that the figure could be anything up to €15 billion. Was
the Government deliberately hiding these figures? Were we to be given the figures at some
stage in the future? We should have a discussion about them and the discussion should not
take the form of a blame game, as somebody suggested. We need to know what the exact
figures are and from where we are working. In advance of the budget we need to get a handle
on the projected economic growth figure for 2011. The Government is projecting one figure,
while the ESRI is projecting something else. It is obvious that the figure will have a significant
impact when it comes to putting a budget together.

I agree completely with the point Senator Norris made about the national children’s hospital.
Like Senator O’Donovan and others, I have met the parents of children who have used the
facility during the years. To a man and a woman, they all oppose the siting of the hospital at
the Mater Hospital site. They are concerned about the various space and access difficulties
associated with it, for example, with regard to car parking. We should have a full discussion on
the matter as soon as possible.

Senator Paschal Donohoe: I will make two brief points. Senator Phelan spoke about the
widening deficit being faced by the country. The Opposition spokespersons on finance were
given the role of communicating that information to the country yesterday. If this side of the
House is willing to come forward to engage with the Government on the perilous state the
country is in, the Government owes it to the Opposition and the people to provide clarity on
the state of the public finances and the hole that needs to be filled. If the Government is to
hope this process will work, it needs to reflect on the fact that Deputies Noonan and Burton
had to perform that role yesterday. The Opposition is trying to respond in good faith to the
fact that Ireland cannot afford to borrow on the money markets. I ask the Government to do
the same. The most important 3% figure in this discussion is not whether we should borrow
3% of national income but whether the economy is growing at a rate of 3%. If that 3% level
is reached, our budget difficulties will be reduced significantly. That is where a great effort
needs to be made.

Senator Paul Coghlan: Hear, hear.

Senator Donie Cassidy: I acknowledge the presence of a former local authority member of
long standing, Mr. Patsy Traynor, in the Visitors Gallery.

Senators Fitzgerald, O’Toole, Prendergast, Boyle, Healy Eames, Twomey, Regan, Walsh,
Coghlan, Mullen, Hanafin, O’Reilly, MacSharry, Bacik, Harris, Daly, Prendergast, Phelan and
O’Donovan outlined their serious concerns about the state of the economy and the changes
proposed in every Government portfolio.

I compliment Fine Gael on taking its Seanad finance spokesperson to the Department yester-
day. It was very important that the Seanad was represented by Senator Twomey. I hope the
Labour Party will follow the example set by Fine Gael when it goes back to the Department
because this House has a serious contribution to make. I fully encourage spokespersons to
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be centre stage in regard to the briefings and in the national interest in terms of what must
be done.

Senator Fitzgerald called for a debate with the Minister for Health and Children on the
challenges facing the Department of Health and Children. I have no difficulty arranging such
a debate in the coming days, weeks or as soon as we can arrange a date in the Minister’s diary.
The Minister has always been very forthcoming in coming to the House. While I agree with
much of what Senator Prendergast said, the Minister has come to the House on at least three
occasions over the past three years and has briefed it on the up-to-date position. We want the
up-date-proposals now that the figures are emerging. Serious challenges face the Department
of Health and Children, in particular.

We have had statements on the economy over the past two weeks and we will have state-
ments tomorrow on the Minister for Finance’s announcement on banking of 30 September
2010. That can take place every week until Christmas if needs be because the situation is
changing week by week and this House must play an important role and be centre stage, as
has been stated by colleagues. I have no difficulty arranging that. In fact, at our leaders’ meeting
before the Order of Business, we discussed how we would meet this challenge and place this
House centre stage and ensure the Government was well aware of the views of Senators.

Senator Boyle referred to the cost and the operations of banking. We all know the banking
crisis has caused this. As I said last week and the week before last, when we watch the BBC
or Sky, we see the challenges the British Government faces. In the main, it is following our
example. We now hear many of the one line phrases we heard from the Taoiseach and the
Minister for Finance over recent months being uttered in the House of Commons. This is not
only a challenge which the Irish Government faces; it is a worldwide one. The Government
has been exemplary in facing that challenge.

The figures have been made available to the Opposition parties and I am uplifted and heart-
ened by the responsible way in which they are treating the serious situation in which this nation
finds itself. Everything is being done in the national interest. Nothing, including person or
party, comes before the national interest. All colleagues have been exemplary in ensuring that
happens. If anyone or any party wants an update with the Minister, I will endeavour to do
everything possible to ensure it happens because it is in the national interest.

Senator Healy Eames highlighted education issues. There will be a debate on the restructur-
ing of the VECs today. I hope colleagues will avail of the opportunity to bring matters of
importance to the Minister’s attention during that debate.

I thank Senator Ned O’Sullivan for his words. I took very seriously the issue he raised last
week in regard to the possibility of 500 to 1,000 jobs in the north Kerry area. I also thank the
Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government for responding so efficiently
and effectively. I am very pleased to hear this House made a difference in bringing everyone
together this week so that this proposal can progress and these jobs can be put in place as soon
as possible. I noted what the Senator said on the postal services.

Senators Norris, O’Donovan, Feeney and Bacik referred to the national children’s hospital.
I have no difficulty arranging for the Minister for Health and Children to come to the House
to give an up-to-date assessment on progress on the Mater Hospital site. Senator Phelan
expressed a concern about the site. I have never met a Kilkenny man who did not know where
Croke Park was. The people, including people living outside Dublin, want the state-of-the-art
facility for our sick children now. As Senator Feeney said, anyone who watched television over
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recent nights will have seen that the proposal for the Mater Hospital site is world class. It is a
state-of-the-art facility. Let us start the process with the €450 million. The remaining €200
million will be found over the next few years. It would be wonderful to see the hospital opened
for the 100th anniversary of 1916 in 2016. The people of the north side of Dublin deserve
investment of this nature. If one’s child is sick, one would not be too long finding out where
the hospital with state-of-the-art facilities is located.

Senators Ó Murchú, Walsh, Ormonde, Daly and Phelan referred to the historic Dublin site
of 15 and 16 Moore Street where the historic document was signed in 1916. I have signed
petitions on two occasions in my political career. I was honoured and privileged to be invited
to sign a petition for the retention of the historic buildings of 15 and 16 Moore Street where
the leaders of 1916 made an historic decision and signed that document. Any man or woman
worth their salt would sign such a petition. I will do everything possible to ensure the Govern-
ment takes these buildings into its ownership and has them restored for the 2016 celebrations.

Senator Dearey referred the national minimum wage. There is a proposal in this regard to
see if it will help us to be competitive. The Senator has considerable experience in the business
world and I will pass on his proposals in this area to the Minister and will come back to him
at a later date.

Senators O’Donovan and Ormonde referred to the employment of nurses and the number
of non-EU nurses employed. I will get the information the Senators have requested. Nursing
is a serious vocation and we want to do everything possible to help our qualified nurses seeking
employment here.

Senator Quinn referred to his Private Members’ Bill, the Construction Contracts Bill. He
proposes to move Second Stage after the Order of Business and I fully support him in that. I
will see what I can do in regard to his other Bill, the Human Body Organs and Human Tissue
Bill 2008, which is No. 18 on the Order Paper. I will get an up-to-date position on that and will
revert to the Senator.

Senator Mullen referred to better stroke care and stroke services. That is a very important
issue and an area in which we can make substantial progress. It can be brought to the Minister
for Health and Children’s attention when she comes to the House.

Senator Hanafin referred to the first Australian saint and the clarification from the Vatican
on where it stands on child abuse. I support his views in that regard. He also correctly stated
that the date of the next general election can be up to 14 June 2012. If the Eucharistic congress
date was close to that, it may be extended for one month, which would be very understandable.

Senator Maurice Cummins: The Senator might need the Eucharistic congress.

Senator Donie Cassidy: Would it not be wonderful if the Holy Father took the opportunity
to come to Ireland for the Eucharistic congress? It would uplift our people. We would all see
the light of day in regard to the cold facts and the people could vote for the party that met the
challenge to be faced.

In response to Senator Bacik who also inquired about the date of the general election, it will
give everyone an opportunity and time to decide on what constituency he or she will stand for
election in. I refer to those of us in marginal constituencies such as Longford-Westmeath and
Meath West, into which the commission has moved me. Senator Bacik finds herself in the same
position. It will give us all time to make up our minds in that regard.

Senator Ivana Bacik: Too much time.
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Senator Donie Cassidy: Senators Harris, Cummins, Bradford and Daly expressed serious
concerns about protecting the integrity of the Irish passport. On the abuse that has taken place,
we must support the Minister in everything that he and the Department are trying to do.

I join Senator Daly in welcoming the good news in his home town of Kenmare in respect of
the Kenmare hospital project. Yesterday we saw the value of having an Oireachtas Member in
one’s home town as we viewed on “Six One News” and “The Nine O’Clock News” the
Cathaoirleach and the Taoiseach at the opening ceremony.

In calling again for a debate on the prisons Senator Cummins complimented the Irish Prison
Service. We can all fully agree with him. I have given a commitment in that regard. We will
have a debate on the prisons in the coming weeks.

An Cathaoirleach: Senator Fitzgerald has proposed an amendment to the Order of Business,
“That there be a debate today on the figures presented by the Department of Finance to the
Opposition parties yesterday.” Is the amendment being pressed?

Senator Frances Fitzgerald: Yes.

Amendment put:

The Seanad divided: Tá, 23; Níl, 29.

Tá

Bacik, Ivana.
Bradford, Paul.
Burke, Paddy.
Buttimer, Jerry.
Coffey, Paudie.
Coghlan, Paul.
Cummins, Maurice.
Donohoe, Paschal.
Fitzgerald, Frances.
Hannigan, Dominic.
Harris, Eoghan.
Healy Eames, Fidelma.

Níl

Boyle, Dan.
Brady, Martin.
Butler, Larry.
Carroll, James.
Carty, John.
Cassidy, Donie.
Corrigan, Maria.
Daly, Mark.
Dearey, Mark.
Ellis, John.
Feeney, Geraldine.
Glynn, Camillus.
Hanafin, John.
Leyden, Terry.
MacSharry, Marc.

Tellers: Tá, Senators Paudie Coffey and Maurice Cummins; Níl, Senators Niall Ó Brolcháin
and Diarmuid Wilson.

Amendment declared lost.

Question, “That the Order of Business be agreed to,” put and declared carried.
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McFadden, Nicky.
Mullen, Rónán.
Norris, David.
O’Reilly, Joe.
O’Toole, Joe.
Phelan, John Paul.
Prendergast, Phil.
Regan, Eugene.
Ross, Shane.
Ryan, Brendan.
Twomey, Liam.

McDonald, Lisa.
Mooney, Paschal.
Ó Brolcháin, Niall.
Ó Domhnaill, Brian.
Ó Murchú, Labhrás.
O’Brien, Francis.
O’Donovan, Denis.
O’Malley, Fiona.
O’Sullivan, Ned.
Ormonde, Ann.
Quinn, Feargal.
Walsh, Jim.
White, Mary M.
Wilson, Diarmuid.
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Standing Orders Relative to Public Business: Report of Committee on Procedure and
Privileges

Senator Donie Cassidy: I move:

That the Report of the Committee on Procedure and Privileges on Standing Orders Rela-
tive to Public Business be adopted, laid before the Seanad and printed.

Question put and agreed to.

Construction Contracts Bill 2010: Order for Committee Stage

An Cathaoirleach: When is it proposed to take Committee Stage of the Construction Con-
tracts Bill 2010?

Senator Feargal Quinn: I move: “That Committee Stage be ordered for 24 November 2010.”

Question put and agreed to.

Restructuring of Vocational Education Committees: Statements

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I welcome the Minister of State at the Department of Education
and Skills, Deputy Haughey.

Minister of State at the Department of Education and Skills (Seán Haughey): I am pleased
to come before the House to discuss the restructuring of the vocational education committees.
Before I outline the details of the Government’s decision, it is important to outline briefly the
background to the vocational education committee system and their current role and pay trib-
ute to the ground-breaking and innovative contributions the committees and many dedicated
and committed staff who served on them have made to the State since their inception some 80
years ago.

4 o’clock

Vocational education committees, VECs, were established under the Vocational Education
Act 1930 and operate principally in accordance with the provisions of this Act and the
Vocational Education (Amendment) Act 2001. They are linked to the local authority structure

in the area concerned. Each committee comprises members nominated by the
elected members of the relevant local authority, urban district councils within the
county area, parents of students under 18 years who are registered as students at

recognised schools or centres of education established or maintained by the VEC in question
and members of the staff of the VEC. Each VEC has a chief executive officer responsible for
the administration and management of the staff and functions of the VEC.

VECs have a range of important roles and functions. Under the Education Act 1998 they
are the legal patrons of second level schools, commonly called vocational schools or community
colleges, that they maintain. These schools educate approximately 29% of all post-primary
pupils.

VECs have an important role in the community and comprehensive school sectors. In com-
munity schools they are co-patrons with religious authorities, while in comprehensive schools,
the CEO is a member of and ex officio secretary to the board of management. Comprehensive
and community schools together educate approximately 16% of the second level population.

VECs play a central role in the provision of adult and further education programmes, includ-
ing post-leaving certificate courses, the back to education initiative, community education, the
Youthreach programme, the vocational training opportunities scheme, as well as the adult
education guidance initiative and child care measures.

21



Restructuring of Vocational 19 October 2010. Education Committees: Statements

[Seán Haughey.]

Historically the VEC sector has been an important contributor to Government labour market
interventions, originally in relation to high levels of youth unemployment in the 1980s and,
most recently, in the provision of additional places under the post-leaving certificate and back
to education initiative programmes as part of the Government’s current labour market acti-
vation strategy. Other measures supported by the VECs are designed to promote social
inclusion such as adult literacy courses and the senior Traveller training centres.

VECs distribute funding to schools in their area which participate in the DEIS disadvantaged
schools programme and support education provision in prisons. In addition, they have recently
become involved for the first time in primary education through the pilot community national
schools programme. This new model of primary school provision is being piloted in counties
Dublin, Kildare and Meath. If successful, it could be a framework to meet future demand for
non-denominational education at primary level. The emergence of the community national
school model is a specific example of the capacity of the VEC system to respond to needs
identified by the Government and directly implement and deliver on Government initiatives.

There were originally 38 VECs. Following a process of rationalisation in the 1990s, which
merged a number of town VECs with the VEC of the county concerned, this number was
reduced to 33.

In July 2009, the special group on public service numbers and expenditure programmes
recommended that the number of VECs could be reduced from 33 to 22 and aligned with the
functional areas of the 22 local authorities that also were recommended by the group. On foot
of this, in September 2009 the then Minister for Education and Science, Deputy Batt O’Keeffe,
invited interested parties to make written submissions regarding a reduction in the number of
VECs. Arising from this process, the Government has decided that a greater reduction than
suggested by the group is warranted to deal with the issues of scale and having regard to the
current and prospective requirements of the education sector. Specifically, the Government has
decided to reduce the overall number of VECs from 33 to 16 and has agreed on the merger of
particular counties. Flexibility and responsiveness to changing and emerging needs has always
been a central feature of the operation of VECs. A key strategic consideration that informed
the Government’s decision on the restructuring of VECs was the need both to retain and
support this demonstrated capacity for flexibility and adaptability and to position the VEC
sector to meet future challenges across the school sector generally. This reconfiguration has
been framed on that basis.

The revised configuration for the VEC sector will be County Dublin and Dún Laoghaire,
City of Dublin, City and County of Galway, City of Cork, County Cork, City of Limerick and
counties Limerick and Kerry, City of Waterford, County Waterford and Tipperary South
Riding, County Donegal, counties Wexford and Wicklow, counties Carlow, Kilkenny and
Kildare, counties Laois, Offaly and Westmeath, counties Louth and Meath, counties Cavan
and Monaghan, counties Mayo and Sligo, counties Leitrim, Roscommon and Longford, as well
as County Clare and Tipperary North Riding.

At the core of this restructuring is the need to address the current low scale and size of
operations in particular VECs. Although a number of indicators could be used to identify the
scale of operation of a VEC, such as size of budget, number of second level schools and
enrolments in those schools for provision to leaving certificate level, the level of post-leaving
certificate provision or the overall number of teachers, it is fair to state that a VEC’s overall
budget is the broadest measure of activity and includes adult education and other provision
not captured under some of the other indicators.
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At present, 20 of the 33 VECs have an overall budget that is less than €30 million and 15 of
the 33 have five or fewer schools. Excluding City of Cork and Dún Laoghaire VECs, where
school activity is concentrated heavily or exclusively on post-leaving certificate provision, total
ordinary second level enrolment is below 1,500 in 11 out of 31 VECs. These data reveal a size
and scale of operation of a significant number of existing VECs that make restructuring of the
sector a key priority.

Under the revised structure, the smallest VEC will have a budget of €39 million and the
median for the individual budget measure of scale of operations will move from €26 million at
present to €59 million, with 13 of the 16 new VEC entities having a budget of €50 million or
more. This new structure is designed to better position the sector to support the evolution of
service delivery both in schools under the direct governance of a VEC and in the wider edu-
cation sector. In particular, VECs can engage in the aggregated procurement of supplies and
services to the potential benefit of all schools in their areas. Through these changes, the newly
reformed VEC sector will be positioned to contribute even more significantly in driving
improved outcomes from education and training provision within its own schools and centres
and in other programmes and initiatives where it has involvement or linkages. These new,
larger VECs will be better able to establish shared services and to provide support services to
schools not just within the VEC sector but to primary schools and other second level schools
in their areas. While the decision involves a significant departure from the present position,
where there are one or more VECs in each county, the continuation of strong linkages between
a new VEC and the counties that are merged to form it will be a fundamental feature of
the new structure. Each county involved in a merger will have representation on the new
VEC committee.

The titles to be given to the new VECs and how they may best reflect the identities of the
merging counties is one of the detailed items that will be covered in the consultations with
stakeholders. At present, the alignment of VECs with local authorities finds its principal
expression through the presence of local authority members on VEC committees, as distinct
from any particular overlapping of functions and service delivery. The foremost objective is to
enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of education provision over and above aligning VEC
functions with those of local authorities. The location of the headquarters of the new VECs
will be determined later. This will require engagement by the Department with the VECs
concerned. A number of factors will come into play, such as suitability of existing properties
and capacity to cater for combined staffing, options for property disposals, relative scale and
associated staff numbers of existing VECs, and whether headquarters options in an area are
centrally located or at its boundaries.

This new reconfiguration can, over time, yield savings in the recurrent cost of the headquarter
functions of VECs, which at present is of the order of €42 million in total, primarily comprising
pay provision. The special group suggested savings of €3 million. The Government is satisfied
that a saving of that order is reasonable in the medium term. Some of the likely savings from
the restructuring of the VECs will come from the sale of existing VEC buildings. The potential
revenue to be raised from the sale of these assets, however, is closely linked to the current state
of the property market and it may not be possible to dispose of such buildings satisfactorily in
the short term. These changes will require amendments to existing legislation, new legislation
or both and drafting will now commence on the heads of relevant legislative provisions for
submission to the Government. Implementation also will involve consultation and negotiations
with all the relevant stakeholders, including trade unions representing staff in the VEC sector,
regarding the detailed implementation of the Government’s decision. These discussions will
commence as soon as possible.
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I stress that no overarching or outside body will be involved in implementing these changes.
No board will be established and no director’s post will be created to manage the change.
Implementation of these changes will be carried out by officials of the Department of Edu-
cation and Skills working directly with the VECs and other stakeholders. This major project
will have a timeframe for implementation of approximately 18 months. I hope this information
is useful to Members and I look forward to a constructive debate.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: I welcome the Minister of State to the House. While this
proposal is interesting, I wish to tease it out a little. My understanding at the outset is that the
Minister of State is pursuing the €3 million in savings proposed by Professor McCarthy in the
report by an bord snip nua. My proposal to the Minister of State is that this money can be
saved without mergers in most cases and that, most importantly, the education service can be
saved. The feedback I have received from managers, tutors and administrative staff is that the
education service is likely to be compromised until a smooth merger can take place, if ever.
Consequently, I was glad to hear the praise given at the outset by the Minister of State to the
work of the VECs. Having worked in a number of different sectors, namely, primary, third
level and various types of education provision at second level, I have been hugely impressed
by the diversity of education offered by VECs nationwide. I refer in particular to diversity with
regard to population groups and age spans. Moreover, as the Minister of State rightly noted,
VECs also are moving into the new area of primary school patronage. Certainly, however, I
am most pleased that the VECs serve those on the margins. I refer to those who are socially
disadvantaged and important target groups such as adult education students who return to
education and students who were let down by schools with regard to literacy.

Having spoken to managers, tutors and administrative staff, the general reaction to the
merger is that it will cost more trouble and money than it is worth. No two VECs do things in
the same way. Therefore, it will take years before any merger will result in a smooth operation,
if that ever happens. I note the Minister of State speaks of 18 months. It will be interesting to
see whether that can be achieved. My concern is that in these intervening years more money
will be spent on meetings of committees and sub-committees than it is hoped to save. In the
meantime, the students will lose out while all these meetings go on. That needs to be taken
into consideration.

The adult education proposals are a potential nightmare. We must look carefully at those
groups that have been let down by education systems early in their lives. The Minister of State
may think it is not good that VECs operate autonomously. On the contrary, they provide for
local needs. People in County Tipperary North Riding VEC will not understand the range of
programmes the County Clare VEC offers. What if someone in County Kerry VEC wants to
run a programme for Irish speakers in a rural area? Will someone in City of Limerick VEC
understand that? These are the amalgamations the Minister is proposing.

Has anyone calculated the increase in travel costs for co-ordinators, managers, tutors and
administrative people? If there is a meeting of school principals, officers and co-ordinators
every month, as there is in most VECs, it will cost a fortune annually in travel costs for all of
them to go to a central office. I ask the Minister of State to clarify how he plans to address
this. Will he retain travel costs, will fewer people travel or will travel costs be abolished? This
merger is likely to increase travel costs because of the huge distances covered, especially in
rural VECs.

There is good news. There are many ways of saving. Currently, there is a huge amount of
waste. For example, the chief executive officer of City of Galway VEC has done an incredible
job of making the administration in head office in Island House work with less, which is what
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everyone should be doing. My information does not come from the chief executive officer of
City of Galway VEC but from some of his staff who see the changes and efficiencies he has
made. This type of activity should be carried out across the board. Finance managers, human
resources managers, principals of further education colleges, adult education officers, adult
literacy officers, community education officers and, to a lesser degree, principals of second level
schools should be looking to see how they can scale down and be more cost effective. It can
be done. The policy of City of Galway VEC is to do more with less. For example, when the
current chief executive officer took over, Island House had a staff of 25. He now has consider-
ably fewer and the staff are motivated by the chief executive officer to do more. That model
must be looked at. I make an exception for second level schools. They are working on tight
budgets. I am talking about the other providers within the VEC sector.

Here are other examples of where micro-level adjustment could save bags of money. A large
number of education officers were appointed after the last education plan was written. In
most VECs, excluding Cork and Dublin because they are very large, this position is arguably
superfluous. The position of education officer has a salary of approximately €100,000. What
can that be compared to in other sectors? Senior management should consist of a chief execu-
tive officer and finance officer. Leadership for education should come from the chief executive
officer. After all, the chief executive officer should be an educational leader. The new role of
education officer appears to duplicate the role of other officers. The pursuit of chief executive
officers by the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Coughlan, and the amalgamation of
VECs smacks of window dressing. This is not the way to go.

Some question the need for adult education officers, with salaries of €90,000, in small VECs
where there is only one literacy centre, one vocational training opportunities scheme, VTOS,
one Youthreach scheme and one back to education initiative. It is felt that the co-ordinators
of these can do the job well enough and can be managed by the chief executive officer. This is
not, however, the case in large VECs such as Cork, Dublin, Clare and County Galway where
there are numerous Youthreach, VTOS and adult education or literacy centres. In these cases,
an overseeing manager is necessary.

One size does not fit all. The Minister must dig down deep and make a better assessment of
the situation. I agree that a central purchasing unit in a VEC, instead of different centres doing
their buying at higher prices, would save money. Budgets should be given out early to make
for better planning. City of Galway VEC got its budget this year in May. Such lateness can
force managers to spend money in senseless ways because if they do not spend it, they will not
get the same allocation in the following year. That is poor planning and allocation of budget
by the Department. When would be better? Obviously, the first week of January. If I am
planning for the year 2010 I need to get my money early so that I can plan my spending.

VECs should also combine for services such as information and communications technology,
ICT, and I understand the Minister is looking at this. Why not have one of the western VECs,
for example, control all IT maintenance for the region and purchase en bloc? This could be
done and would save money. There can be savings in paper use, photocopying and postage.
Absenteeism should be better monitored. At present, VECs engage outside consultants to do
research. There is no need for that. There are excellent people in VECs throughout the country.
It is in these areas that there should be amalgamation and co-ordination of expertise. There is
much money to be saved in these areas.

I say this because VECs are education providers and our primary concern is for the good of
the student. Let us keep the student first. In the end, the student will lose out if larger provincial
committees merge with smaller ones. There is the ridiculous situation in some VECs where the
finance manager controls the literacy budget. Managers must approach the finance manager to
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request, for example, finance for five people who need a class. In other VECs, the logical
situation occurs where the literacy or adult education manager controls the budget and pro-
actively provides programmes and offers opportunities. In City of Galway VEC, for example,
almost 2,500 students were provided with programmes this year. This would not have been
possible had the finance manager been regulating the literacy manager’s budget. If managers
do not control their own budgets, students — the very people looking for jobs — will lose
out. The right person must get the budget. Autonomy for the person in charge of the budget
is critical.

The divisions or borders appear to have been drawn by a child with a Biro in his hand for
the first time. Even if there is merging, the combination makes no sense. Why would one put
County Clare with County Tipperary North Riding or City of Limerick with County Kerry?
Why not put County Tipperary North Riding with County Tipperary South Riding, for
example? Why is County Donegal not to be merged with any other VEC? No one can explain
this. Can the Minister of State explain this preferential treatment for Donegal? Everyone
believes this is because the Minister is from Donegal. Will the Minister of State address this?
The combinations indicate a window dressing operation that has not been thought out. To do
any sort of combining, much research would have to be done first. Mr. Colm McCarthy is an
economist who only looks at budgets and salaries of administrative staff. Did he visit a VEC
to see the services it provides to the public or to see how best to merge it? I doubt it.

I recommend that a ministerial order be sent to VECs to work towards efficiency and cost
effectiveness by somewhere between 5% and 10%. The Minister did this already in late 2008
when VECs were told to cut administrative costs by 3%, and they were able to do it. This is
letting the people on the ground do the scaling down. The Minister should let each VEC do
the scaling down and give them a target of between 5% and 10%. They know where to make
the cuts. My feedback reveals that we could save up to 10% more by doing the sort of efficiency
management our chief executive officers can carry out.

Many VECs and the Irish Vocational Education Association, IVEA, are meeting this week
in committee. Here are the questions I have been asked to put to the Minister of State. What
criteria were used to come up with the proposed amalgamations? What is the proposed time-
frame for the implementation of the amalgamation? What legislative amendments are neces-
sary for implementation and what timeframe will apply to these? What approach will be taken
to implementation and what stakeholders will be involved? What will be the cost of rebranding
the newly merged VECs? In regard to the structure of new committees, I presume that political
appointments will continue to be made. What will happen to existing acting CEOs?

Before deciding on a merger, I ask the Minister of State to offer each VEC an opportunity
to scale down by 5% to 10%, or whatever is required to reach the €3 million figure. He will
thereby save time, money and, above all, the education service, which is our most valuable
resource.

Senator Ann Ormonde: This is a subject which is close to my heart. As a teacher and a
career guidance counsellor, I worked on a wide variety of educational courses and disadvantage
problems within the VEC system. I was also a member of County Dublin VEC for nine years.
I am well equipped to speak on this subject, therefore.

I pay tribute to the innovative and professional people involved in the VEC system over the
past 80 years, including its staff and those who served on its committees. They were real
teachers and professionals, and they reflected the needs of their day. They knew when to design
new courses or change curricula. I recall the period many moons ago when they had to start
thinking about how to help the drop-outs of society by containing them in the school structure
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and designing courses to meet their needs. Every time, the VECs rose to the challenge of
providing courses that could save those who were not suited to academic education. I value
the VECs and their contribution to this country. They must be asking themselves how they will
address the challenges we will face in the future.

I have asked myself why the present 33 VECs should be amalgamated to 16. For some of
them, it is because student enrolment has shrunk. We must reform the VECs so they serve the
future of their counties. The proposed amalgamation is not intended to do away with VECs
but to give them a new life and a new structure in which the links with their respective counties
are reinforced. That is the essence of democracy, education and community. The links with
local authorities are important in terms of bringing democracy because local representatives
know the students in their communities. This representation cannot be diminished in any way.
VEC committees will be more efficient and produce more effective thinking about imple-
menting programmes that serve the needs of society in the future. I do not want to dilute their
power because we need VECs now more than ever.

It will take 18 months to implement the proposed rationalisation. Concerns have arisen that
the links with local government will be broken. What will happen in the case of VECs from
smaller counties which are merged with those of bigger counties? I ask the Minister of State’s
opinion on whether the local link will be diminished.

VECs are deep rooted in their local communities and the courses they offer are many and
varied. They offer group certificates, transition courses, skills training, leaving certificate and
post-leaving certificate courses, the vocational training opportunities scheme, second chance
education and life-long learning programmes. They can tap into an area to find out what is
needed. They offer excellent career guidance services and a home school link service which
reaches out to primary schools. I welcome the new model of community national schools
because there should be continuity between primary and secondary education, particularly in
disadvantaged areas. Problems at second level in the vocational sector often arise first at
primary level. There are no better organisations than the VECs for digging to the root of
problems. They should start providing education to children from the age of four to ensure
they are not deprived of the chance of an education. The Youthreach service brings students
who dropped out at the age of 14 back into the system. The leaving certificate applied prog-
ramme, which is not available in secondary schools, is a superb programme for those who are
not academically bright but have a natural tendency towards the vocational end of the edu-
cational system. I want the VECs to be further empowered to reach out to communities to
provide these programmes so we can make sure we no longer have drop-outs in our society. If
restructuring produces that result, I will support it.

In respect of the cost implications, I found the following comment from the Minister of State
to be somewhat convoluted:

Under the revised structure, the smallest VEC will have a budget of €39 million and the
median for the individual budget measure of scale of operations will move from €26 million
at present to €59 million, with 13 of the 16 new VEC entities having a budget of €50 million
or more.

I do not know what that means but perhaps he will enlighten me. The bottom line is that we
want to provide a better service while reducing costs.

We must engage in a consultation process with teachers, staff, CEOs and committees. Until
these consultations are completed, we cannot make final decisions. I do not doubt that everyone
will agree with the rationalisation programme, provided VECs are empowered to provide
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courses that reflect students’ needs and give them opportunities to move into the world of work.
The expertise involved in adult education in the areas of literacy and numeracy is first class.

I have always felt the City of Dublin VEC was the model we should work towards in terms
of support services, psychological services and helping those who have dropped out of society.
That model should be considered as one that can be used in many counties. It is not that small
is beautiful; the small VECs were excellent in their day but numbers are reducing, changes
have taken place in the way of life and new community schools and secondary schools have
been amalgamated under the VECs. Matters have changed drastically in recent years and it is
important we rationalise this, reflect the needs of the future and ensure we complement the
work done by the teachers. It is teachers who understand the work and who have designed
courses which will reflect the future and ensure no child will be deprived of an education
to suit his or her needs, be it a skills need or a vocational need. When we do this, it will
be welcome.

We must involve the stakeholders, discuss the issues, sit around the table and then come
back with the results. I look forward to the Bill that will come through the Houses. I am glad
to have this debate because it gives us an opportunity to make known our views as to how we
should move forward with this amalgamation. There should not be any confrontation on the
issue. I am sure teachers, the CEOs, the staff, the committees and the local authorities will go
with it, provided they are empowered to deliver education for the disadvantaged of the future.

Senator Feargal Quinn: I wish to share time with Senator Norris, by agreement.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Is that agreed? Agreed.

Senator Feargal Quinn: I always have a difficulty following Senator Ormonde on education
matters because she has such knowledge, expertise and enthusiasm. In the way an actor is told
never to share the stage with children or animals because one will always lose out, I always
feel that way in this area. It is a delight to hear Senator Ormonde speak about these issues.

One area where I have some knowledge is in regard to the leaving certificate applied as I
was chairman for five years of the leaving certificate applied committee and I learned exactly
what Senator Ormonde has just discussed. The Minister of State, Deputy Haughey, is respon-
sible for lifelong learning. The leaving certificate applied is an area that identifies those other
intelligences that are sometimes not regarded highly. Those children who were left behind early
in their school days because they were regarded as not very academically bright were regarded
almost as failures. When one sees them taking the leaving certificate applied, one suddenly
sees their other abilities, talents and intelligences. Mr. Charles Handy wrote that he believes
there are ten different intelligences and Mr. Harold Gardner measured seven different intelli-
gences, yet we only measure one in the traditional leaving certificate. This is why it is important
we put more into the efficiency of our education system.

While the savings expected by the amalgamation of the VECs will be relatively modest, the
Government must cut costs as if it was running a business. I hope the restructuring of the
VECs’ administration will make them more efficient. There is a very odd situation whereby
some VECs have large amounts of work compared to others. We must bear in mind that the
VEC system has been almost untouched since it was begun in the 1930s.

The VEC system is involved in important work, running 240 vocational and community
colleges and also further education colleges with more than 30,000 students, a figure that
amazed me, as well as programmes such as Youthreach for early school-leavers and adult
education services. I was interested to learn recently that work is to start next year on a €20
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million education campus in Monaghan. I understand the Government has given its commit-
ment to the project but in the wake of the VEC amalgamation announcement, I want to know
whether the Government still supports it. Perhaps the Minister of State will update us on the
present situation in Monaghan and whether the project will go ahead.

I always like to think of the “customer”. When I first came into the Seanad, I was not sure
how I would handle Bills until I began to look for the customer in each Bill, whether the Road
Traffic Bill, the Health Bill or otherwise. In education, the customer is the student. I am glad
to hear the views of several of the CEOs of the VECs stating that students will not be adversely
affected. For example, the CEO of Leitrim VEC, Mr. John Blunney, said the amalgamation is
a major change from the point of view of the CEOs and the administration staff but that it
should not adversely affect teachers and student services.

VECs administer two thirds of third level student grants, which involves some 60,000
students, and are due to take over operation of the entire grants system under the Student
Support Bill. This legislation has been awaiting movement in the Dáil for almost two years,
which is too long. My proposal on presumed consent has been waiting for two years at this
stage. Will the Minister update us on the status of the Student Support Bill? When is it planned
that it will come before this House? On the point of the VEC administering grants, would it
not make sense for just one office per county to administer these grants? Could this function,
along with the local school transport scheme, be transferred to another Department? The
logical Department would be the Department of Social Protection as it has the information to
judge whether people are deserving of this support. What does the Minister of State think of
this idea?

Under the new arrangement, County Dublin and Dun Laoghaire VECs are to be merged.
What is the rationale of not including the City of Dublin VEC in this merger? Would one
administration for Dublin not be sufficient?

Will the Minister of State explain whether the VECs will retain offices in each of the former
33 locations? If so, this would mean there would still be significant costs to maintain these
offices. I am worried there may be no actual reduction in the number of staff, similar to what
happened with the HSE. When, for instance, will voluntary redundancy be offered? I am also
concerned that it could be a year or 18 months before the changes in the VECs come into
effect. We need action today, not for this to be put on the long finger, as we need to save
money immediately — we have talked about doing it up-front or later. Will the Minister expand
on why the legislation will take so long to implement?

I understand the Opposition has backed the Minister’s plans. We have heard from the Oppo-
sition about working together to solve our problems, and this is a concrete example of giving
the Government support when it makes the right decisions. While I very much welcome this,
the obvious question concerns the issue of quangos. If we are to tackle costs in organisations
like the VECs, the Government must have the resolve to take the tough decisions on quangos
and implement even more of Mr. Colm McCarthy’s recommendations. Making savings now is
essential for the future of the country.

I support the Government in this worthwhile reorganisation. It will lead to savings and, I
hope, to a much more efficient organisation. However, I have several concerns, including the
length of time it will take to introduce. I would be pleased if the Minister of State could address
the concerns I have outlined. I appreciate his attention, I am delighted he is present and I
welcome this discussion.

Senator David Norris: I thank my friend and colleague, Senator Quinn, for allowing me some
of his time. I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Haughey. I was also struck by the passion-
ate advocacy of my colleague on the Fianna Fáil benches.
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What I find of interest here is that an bord snip nua basically recommended a very substantial
cut, namely, that the number of VECs should be reduced from 33 to 22, a cut of exactly one
third. The Government has decided to go further and cut it by more than half. This is a drastic
cut and I am not sure the Minister has adequately spelled out the implications in terms of a
reduction in staff and how that will be achieved — whether through wastage, voluntary redun-
dancy or otherwise — and also in terms of the provision of services. Finally, there is mention
of the question of the disposal of premises.

In case I omit to get to this point, let me front-load it and in a very parochial way direct the
Minister of State’s attention to the occupation of No. 20 North Great George’s Street, a very
fine house, once the home of Sir Samuel Ferguson. It is currently occupied by the VEC, which
does remarkable, wonderful work through the Youthreach programme. I have questioned for
many years whether it is the most appropriate use for that house. I want that work to continue
because the house in question is spectacular. In light of what the Minister of State indicated,
there is a distinct possibility that the house will come on the market. Will he endeavour to
discover whether this is one of the properties which may be disposed of? If the answer is in
the affirmative, will he indicate what will be the method of disposal? I recommend that he
contact the North Great George’s Street Preservation Society in order that it might be added
in some way as an ornament to that street and to the city of Dublin. I remind him that the
buildings on North Great George’s Street are protected and appear on Dublin City Council’s
list 1. I am not trying to remove the VEC from the premises in question, I am merely stating
that we should make the best possible use of it if it become vacant.

I have great admiration for the work done by the vocational education committees. The
Minister of State provided a useful potted history in that regard. There are some aspects of
that work which I would regret seeing diminished. I refer, for example, to the adult literacy
scheme for members of the traveller community. It would be a great shame if this scheme were
reduced in any way. This is a scheme which must be retained.

I listened with great interest and respect to the contributions of Senator Quinn and Ormonde.
Senator Quinn, in particular, referred to the Student Support Bill. I will be taking an interest
in that legislation and asking some questions which may give rise to some slight expense. I am
of the view that, when it comes to education, we should foster all the children of the national
equally. Is it appropriate that Griffith College and similar institutions should be completely
excluded from the provisions of the Bill to which I refer? I say this particularly in light of the
fact that some years ago a student at Griffith College pursued a successful legal action. This
created a precedent which the Government has not followed.

I accept that we are living in extremely difficult times and that everyone is seeking cuts.
However, we must ensure that such cuts do not damage the education sector, particularly the
part of it which deals with 29% of all post-primary pupils. I would welcome further details in
respect of the exploratory manoeuvres relating to encouraging the VECs to provide primary
level education.

Like Senator Quinn, I am intrigued by the proposal to amalgamate the County Dublin and
Dún Laoghaire VECs, with Dublin City VEC being left as it currently stands. I presume this
is because the criteria of size, function and expense do not suggest that the latter is appropriate
for this type of rationalisation.

With regard to the proposal to merge City of Waterford, County Waterford and Tipperary
South Riding VECs, the geographical area involved is quite extensive. I visited Waterford and
addressed the Waterford Institute of Future Education, which is a remarkable and terrific
local initiative. There is major potential for replicating what the Waterford Institute of Future
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Education has done elsewhere. I wish to put to the Minister of State a question that most
people in the covered area wish to pose. I can do so and not be accused of having an axe to
grind because I have no discernible connections with Waterford city or county. It is one of the
few parts of Ireland in respect of which I cannot establish some form of connection.

Senator Ned O’Sullivan: I thought the Senator had national aspirations.

Senator David Norris: Indeed I do. However, I am developing my connections with County
Waterford. I do not have just national aspirations, I have presidential aspirations. The phenom-
enon of discovering connections with various parts of the country is one with which the Minister
of State, Deputy Haughey, will be quite familiar, particularly as his late father was quite an
adept in that regard.

Recognition of the work of Waterford Institute of Technology, a matter about which Senator
Quinn waxed so eloquently, is worth considering. We need creativity, ingenuity and the capacity
to improvise new ideas. In that context, there is no university in the south-east and it is time
that changed.

Senator Lisa McDonald: Hear, hear.

Senator David Norris: The Minister of State may wish to note the enthusiastic support from
the Government benches in respect of my suggestion. Consideration must be given to this
proposal because establishing a university in the region would not only assist Waterford and
the south east in general, it would also improve the country’s prestige and restore a certain
level of energy.

I am surprised that there has not been greater resistance to the proposed amalgamations,
particularly as there must be implications for jobs. I expect the Minister of State will be in a
position to reassure the House with regard to the measures that are going to be used to deal
with issues of wastage, voluntary redundancies, etc. I hope good teachers will not be lost.

Senator Niall Ó Brolcháin: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Haughey. I also welcome
this initiative. Reducing the number of VECs from 33 to 16 is a good move. I support what
Senator Norris said with regard to a university being established in Waterford. Members on all
sides would support any initiative in this regard because we would all like to see a university
being set up in Waterford.

Galway city and Galway county VECs are to be amalgamated, which is good. There are
those who disagree with this plan but the savings of €42 million which can be achieved are
crucial. I am of the opinion that amalgamating these institutions will give rise to a more
coherent service. In such circumstances, this is a win-win initiative.

We must ask whether there will be a need to reduce the number of VECs again in the future.
Amalgamating VECs throughout the country and moving to the use of a more regional model
is probably a very positive development. Major debates are taking place at present in respect
of the patronage of schools and a number of different considerations are emerging. The various
churches — which were the traditional patrons of schools — are in many cases seeking to move
away from the provision of education. This will lead to the development of a more secular
education sector. In many instances, VECs are stepping in to become patrons. However, it is
not correct to state that the various VECs are all the same.

I am of the view that an evolution is taking place with regard to what constitutes a vocational
education committee. For example, the type of education provided is no longer strictly of the
vocational variety. Different forms of education and different types of service are now provided
by the VECs. I attended a meeting last night at which there was a discussion on proposals to
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establish a secondary school in Claregalway in County Galway. Such a move would make major
sense. The various patrons being considered in this regard are the Catholic Church, the local
VEC and the Educate Together movement. The latter is now intent on providing secondary as
well as primary education. It has already put in place a huge number of primary schools
throughout the country and I am sure it is going to follow this with a similar number of second
level schools.

I commend the Department of Education and Skills, which has moved forward with its
process for allocating second level schools. In the past, we were presented with, in essence, a
system of political patronage and political lobbying was what gave rise to decisions on where
to locate secondary schools. Obviously, the process in this regard was informed by the numbers
of children in particular areas and whether a school needed to be provided. However, the
reality was that it all came down to a ministerial decision and, as such, it was up to local people
to lobby the relevant individuals. The introduction of a proper process in respect of the allo-
cation of secondary schools is an important and positive initiative on the part of the Tánaiste
and Minister for Education and Skills. I welcome what has been done in this regard.

A number of small VECs may not be very efficient in the context of how they operate. In
that context, this initiative will allow for a proper rationalisation of the system and will give
rise to greater efficiencies. I am of the opinion that we need to consider the services that VECs
are providing. In addition, we must examine the position regarding the patronage of schools,
particularly from the point of view of coherent policy.

I listened with great interest and respect to the contributions of Senator Quinn and Ormonde.
Senator Quinn, in particular, referred to the Student Support Bill. I will be taking an interest
in that legislation and asking some questions which may give rise to some slight expense. I
am of the view that we should foster all the children of the national equally when it comes
to education.

I notice that Educate Together in the past held a position where each new school set up a
patronage on an individual basis for primary schools. This was not very efficient and Educate
Together is now trying to rationalise the process so there is a single patron for all the schools
in the country. With the VECs we are talking about individual local patrons, which is not
necessarily the most efficient way of acting. As another Senator mentioned, we are also looking
at VECs potentially providing primary education.

5 o’clock

It is an interesting position as to how the two major secular organisations are providing
schools, although I am not forgetting gaelscoileanna. VECs mainly provide secondary schools
but are trying to move to the primary area. Educate Together mainly deals with primary schools

but it is trying to move to the secondary area. Clear policy on this is important
and although it is vital to have local level decision making, it is also important to
have a coherent national policy as to how schools operate. It is important that

when we consider the merging of VECs, we look at the policy for service provision by those
VECs as well. It is not good enough simply to say VECs will be allowed to evolve without any
national guidelines. That is not what is happening and although there is a level of national
policy, it could be strengthened.

In future, patronage of schools should be very transparent. The Green Party very much
favours a move to a more secular provision of education. However, it is absolutely crucial that
the religious requirements of people are provided for, with the great traditions in the religious
area heeded regardless of what is the local school. That is a key point.

This move is a great opportunity as well as being a money-saving device. I urge the Minister
for Education and Skills to consider an ongoing process in terms of further rationalising differ-
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ent VECs to see if we can provide a more coherent approach to the provision of vocational
education.

Senator Brendan Ryan: I welcome the Minister of State to discuss this interesting proposal
from the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Mary Coughlan. We know there is to be a
reduction from 33 to 16 VECs. The rationale contained in the Minister of State’s comments
seems reasonable, although if we thought this through we might come up with slightly different
action. It is a reasonable enough idea and as a decision has been made, it is as good as any
other and we should move on with it.

The four VECs remaining unchanged are Donegal, Cork city, Cork county and Dublin city.
It is a reasonable move for three of them, although a question mark was previously raised about
Donegal and whether the decision was made in the Minister’s favour. It would be interesting to
see the background to that decision and whether it meets criteria elsewhere. Given that there
are questions it would be interesting to see the figures and it is important we do.

Before coming here I was not aware of a timeline but the Minister of State has indicated
that 18 months has been suggested. We should examine that closely and it should not be
allowed to drift. We should set the timeline for 18 months, work back from this and look at
what must be delivered to achieve that target. There is no point in setting that goal today but
returning in 18 months to say it has not been achieved. We must deliver upon set timelines.

VECs provide valuable education services and the Minister of State gave a substantial list,
including post-leaving certificate courses, back-to-education initiatives, community education
etc. It is tremendous work. Senator Ormonde mentioned the group cert but that might be gone.

Senator Ann Ormonde: It is now the junior certificate.

Senator Niall Ó Brolcháin: We are all showing our age.

Senator Brendan Ryan: It is important all these services are provided and not interrupted in
any way by the restructuring process, as mentioned by other Senators. The valuable ongoing
work in education must be at a level unaffected by this rationalisation. Some Senators raised
concerns about such a potential outcome.

The Minister of State went to great lengths in speaking about implementation, indicating
there will be no overarching outside body involved in implementing the changes. I have no
problem with that. Neither do I have a problem that no board or director posts will be created.
If we are to achieve a result, somebody must have ownership of the process. I have no problem
with a director or project manager, seconded for 18 months from a senior position within the
service, being given ownership of the process. It might be a very positive career opportunity if
somebody achieves the delivery; this would probably happen in the private sector. We have so
much experience of issues being put on the long finger that something along these lines is
essential. In addition to the project management approach we must have key deliverables and
timelines; in essence, it should be a project management plan.

The Minister of State referred to an expansion of remits for the VECs, and this is an ideal
opportunity to create something like a local education board or authority. The Minister of
State has indicated that no decisions have been taken on the name but it is important to
consider the opportunity to expand the remit. The Minister of State noted some of the changes,
which are very positive, including procurement and shared services. This concerns not only
VEC schools but all education establishments within the region. Another area is categorised
in the Minister of State’s speech, where principals of schools are snowed under while trying to
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manage schools. They are trying to be managers of facilities etc. and many are struggling under
the pressure. The Department should consider the possibility of extending that remit to support
schools where principals are struggling in this regard.

We must make clear decisions on what must be done and action must be quick. Speed of
action is very important. We are debating changes in management and the longer a process
goes on, the more resistance to change builds. If a timescale is set and delivered, the potential
for resistance is lessened.

The changes involved in the process are in line with the Croke Park agreement, and the
sector would be seen to deliver the changes specified in the agreement. It is important to
consider voluntary redundancies as we saw what happened with the HSE. We have had much
debate on what the HSE was supposed to be and what it is not, as well as the layers of
management left behind. We should learn our lesson from the establishment of the HSE and
ensure the reorganisation of the VECs does not replicate its problems. There should be oppor-
tunities for voluntary redundancies and for people to move sideways through various organ-
isations.

The Government has a real opportunity to reform the VECs but it must listen to those
people within the committees. They must listen to the VECs. This will be implemented by
officials in the Department. The Minister of State referred to the need for consultation with
major stakeholders but it is important the stakeholders are listened to because the officials in
the Department, one of whom is in the House, do not have experience of the reorganisation
process and will also be learning. It is important that the key stakeholders, including trade
unions and various bodies, are listened to.

In terms of the implementation plan, while the project plan, project manager and steering
committee are all essential, I ask the Minister of State to reconsider the need for a director or
someone to take ownership of the project. The Minister of State said the new configuration
can, over time, yield savings in the region of €3 million. I would have preferred this to be that
it will deliver savings, not just over time but within a specific timeframe. Is the saving of €3
million to which the Minister of Stage referred an annual saving? Does it include once-off
savings associated with the sale of various buildings?

I wish the project well. If the Government can do this, it may avoid creating another over-
staffed and costly body such as the HSE. We should learn from that, do the right thing and
not make the same mistakes again.

Senator Ned O’Sullivan: I welcome the Minister of State to the House and compliment him
on the ongoing work he is doing in his brief. Lifelong education is the success story of modern
Irish education. The VEC system is also a success story and has been since its foundation in
the 1930s. I never taught in a VEC school. I taught for 20 years, ten of them at secondary level.
I taught in a comprehensive school where there was partial VEC involvement in management.
I have been a member of the Kerry Education Service for ten years and was vice-chairman of
it during the last term. Like Senator Ormonde, if I was a racehorse I would have some form.

To go forward with VECs, one must look back to where they came from. As we know, VECs
were originally set up to provide training opportunities for young farmers and young men who
were not academic and wanted to go into the trades. They provided a very important service.
The situation has changed in more recent times and the adult education sector is ever more
important and lifelong learning is huge. The VECs provide opportunities to adults to get
involved with information technology, IT, training and upskilling at a very important time.
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Lifelong education will have to grow even further no matter what changes we make in the
future. I am glad that a broad welcome has been given to the Minister of State’s initiative. The
discussion here has been good and dispassionate, and long may that continue.

Another element of the VEC system is that the education it provided has been free of charge
and free of class, something which is part of the spirit of VECs and which I hope to see
continue. The deprived in our communities had very little access to second level education.
Groups such as the Traveller community would not have had access to education were it not
for the VECs because many barriers were put in their way elsewhere.

The institutes of technology are a natural corollary of the success of the VECs and that
should not be overlooked. That strong connection is still maintained. The other important part
of the VEC structure is its democratic content. There are representations from all groups in
society in the management not only of the individual schools but of the VEC scheme itself, not
least among which are, naturally, elected representatives such as county councillors because
VECs are closely associated with and reflect local authorities. It can be fairly said that elected
representatives have not failed in their duties. Many of the chairpersons of VECs whom I have
met down through the years have been county councillors who have been able, experienced
and not afraid to make tough decisions and ask questions. That role must be protected whatever
the confederation of the VECs will be in the future. The role of elected representatives on an
inter-county basis must be protected and cherished.

Another element of VEC schools which it is hoped will continue with the new regime is their
accountability. No schools are as accountable as the VEC schools. I speak from experience
because I was chairperson of the internal audit committee of the Kerry Education Service and
we were put through a rigorous audit every quarter and term, not just every year. In comparison
with the desperate and obscene waste we have witnessed in some of the quangos and now
infamous organisations where there seems to have been little or no accountability, every penny
spent by the VEC in Kerry — I am sure it is the same all over — was properly accounted for.

We have witnessed duplication over the past five to six years where other groups did work
which was within the remit of the VECs. Although the latter had the expertise, buildings,
infrastructure and knowledge, every kind of community development association was setting
up training and life skills programmes and so on which trebled or quadrupled costs. Some
sense is now coming into such programmes because that kind of overlap was unnecessary
and wasteful.

Change is good. Everything must change; otherwise things will stagnate. The yardstick by
which the success of this initiative will be judged is whether the new structures will enhance
educational opportunities and provision in the country. I believe they will and it is for that
reason I support them. I like some of the elements which have not been highlighted in the
media. I like the fact, referred to by Senator Ormonde and others, that the VECs will be given
an enhanced role in procurement on an aggregate basis for all schools in a vicinity. I like the
further development of VECs in terms of their becoming involved in the management of com-
munity primary schools. I also like the idea that there will be more relationships, co-operation
and working together between VEC and non-VEC schools. For long enough we saw the stand-
alone approach of local secondary schools, be they Christian Brothers schools or diocesan
schools, and the VECs. They were like enemies rather than groups which were working
together for the good of the community. That development is commendable and I hope it
will continue.
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The reactions of VECs have been mixed and there has been something of a knee-jerk reac-
tion. I have been contacted by many people in the education service in Kerry who are con-
cerned. Kerry has been one of the more successful VECs and passes the budget criteria in so
far as its budget is larger than the minimum set down for the new process. It might have to
revisit that.

In terms of county identity, something will be lost for every county and we will have to work
to protect it. A person living in Kenmare, for example, might feel disenfranchised if a school
management board was managed by someone living in Hospital in County Limerick which is
almost on the Tipperary border. The location of the headquarters of the VECs will have to be
handled very sensitively. They should not be located in big cities just because we have big
cities. Let us go for the median approach.

Ten chief executive officer posts will be abolished. There will be some natural wastage. I am
concerned about the position of TUI members. I am a former member of the TUI. It is not
protected by the Croke Park agreement as a result of its decisions. I ask that the TUI leadership
revisit the Croke Park agreement to ensure teaching staff are protected. When the old town
VECs were closed and amalgamated with counties some ten or 15 years ago, there was awful
ruaille buaille. People were throwing their clothes off and saying it would not work at all.
Would anyone present state we should bring back town VECs? We must look forward.

Real consultation will be vital because elements of this will be very serious for individual
schools. Will they remain open or will there be closures? Issues have also been raised with
regard to teacher security. Will the conditions of service of teachers appointed to a VEC
scheme change because they will be in a different VEC? Will we have to redraw the school
transport boundaries in light of the changes? We want something that will be coherent and
positive. We do not want something dysfunctional. The county unit has served us well through-
out the years and if we change it, as we appear to be doing, it will have to be done very sensibly
with maximum consultation with existing VECs.

Senator Joe O’Reilly: I wish to share time with Senator Paddy Burke.

An Cathaoirleach: Is that agreed? Agreed.

Senator Joe O’Reilly: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Seán Haughey, to the House.
We on this side of the House have no fundamental, philosophical objection in principle to what
is proposed or to rationalisation per se. We are not opposed to saving money. The only caveat
we would enter is that we do not want savings to the detriment of a quality service. My difficulty
with what is presented is that it is very hazy and woolly and lacks specifics. I hope in his
response to the debate the Minister of State will allay these concerns. I am very open to having
them allayed.

The first issue that arises is the timeframe. How long will this take? It is a very valid and
relevant question in terms of potential savings and outputs and the destabilisation of the service
in the interim. What changes in legislation will be required and when? The Government should
be in a position to answer these questions.

What will happen to the democratically elected committee members? People might say as a
Senator I would ask that question, but I applaud very sincerely the committee members of our
VECs, past and present. I served on County Cavan VEC for a couple of terms and it was
genuinely awe-inspiring to see how seriously ordinary members of the committee took their
role and how genuinely committed they were to the meetings. They sat through entire meetings,
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briefed themselves and were interested. There was nothing in it for most of them. Effectively,
there is no saving in getting rid of committee members as their costs are minimal and that is
verifiable. Where does the Minister of State see the great resource that is the membership of
the committees going? What will happen to them? What level of rationalisation will take place?
How will they be structured in future? They have a right to know given their patriotism and
self-service. With very few exceptions they are a credit to what they do.

What process of dialogue is envisaged with the committees and the stakeholders, to use the
contemporary jargon? How quickly and effectively will this take place? How will it be struc-
tured? What about the chief executive officers, given that there are more of them than potential
committees? What methodology will be used in the rationalisation of chief executive officers?
How will they be got rid of if they have to be? How will they be redeployed, to where and at
what cost? These are relevant questions and it is reasonable to ask the Minister of State for
specific answers. By definition those who became chief executive officers were by definition
brilliant teachers and administrators at school level and rose through the system. They are
highly successful and are obviously tremendously skilled people. That is a given, although there
is always an aberration.

An Cathaoirleach: Senator O’Reilly is taking from Senator Burke’s time.

Senator Joe O’Reilly: The question of what will happen to them arises in the present econ-
omic climate. Do we not need them?

The objective will be that VECs provide services to schools generally. Does this mean the
laudable practice of County Cavan VEC of providing information technology, IT, services to
other second level schools and primary schools in the county will be kept up? We are very
proud of this.

Senator Terry Leyden: It is a very good model.

Senator Joe O’Reilly: Will the college of further studies in Cavan, which is a national centre
of excellence, meet its potential if it is to service a big region? Will this be an issue? My
colleague from Cavan, Senator Wilson, will speak about our excellent Youthreach services
because he has a personal involvement in them. What will happen to them?

An Cathaoirleach: Does Senator O’Reilly understand he is leaving Senator Burke with very
little time?

Senator Joe O’Reilly: How does the Minister of State envisage maintaining excellence and
good practice while engaging in this rationalisation? Where will the savings be made?

Senator Paddy Burke: I am disappointed the Minister of State came here to outline this as
a fait accompli. Like my colleague, Senator O’Reilly, I would like to know the timeframe. The
Minister of State mentioned a period of 18 months.

Will the Minister of State tell the House the difference in savings between the McCarthy
report recommendation of a reduction to 22 VECs and the Government’s proposal of a
reduction to 16? I am disappointed the Government will introduce such a rationalisation while
in the Minister’s home county, County Donegal VEC will be the only one to remain fully
intact. Will County Donegal VEC be the smallest in the country? The Minister of State said
the smallest VEC will have a budget of €39 million.
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I have always been an advocate of primary schools being brought under the auspices of the
VECs. Such a system would lead to accountability. Heretofore, national schools have received
a budget from the Department of Education and Skills, the accounts are sent to the patron
and that is where it ends. VECs have elected members and I hope the Minister of State will
spell out what will be the number of elected members on the new VECs. They are the only
people fully accountable to the public by way of the ballot box.

The report of an bord snip nua recommended a reduction to 22 VECs on the basis of county
boundaries. It also recommended a reduction through amalgamation of local authorities. Under
such a system, north and south Tipperary would be together. Under the proposal presented by
the Minister of State, County Tipperary will be divided between Limerick and Waterford. I do
not know how the people of Tipperary will take this. I am sure the way forward would have
been for the two bodies in Tipperary to have been amalgamated.

We need more information on the number of schools and students involved in each VEC.
Will the Minister return to the House on another occasion and provide Members with more
detail on the number of teachers, students and schools in each of the 33 VECs? We might then
be better informed on the decision made by the Minister.

Senator Lisa McDonald: I am delighted the House has this opportunity to discuss VECs.
Thus far, the debate has been a little unbalanced in that it is a discussion about the boards of
the VECs and there has been great interest in how many elected members will be retained on
the VECs. I do not know how relevant this is to the customers, as Senator Quinn put it, namely,
the students and parents. Parents are voting with their legs by not sending their children to
VEC schools. I do not believe for one minute that is an elitist comment. I want to make it
clear that I am not an educational snob. I have served on County Wexford VEC, which is an
example of poor administration if ever there was one. In my political career to date, I have
encouraged children who have failed in education to return to the system. I commit myself to
that daily. I am proud of that work. As the daughter of a teacher, I intrinsically and fundamen-
tally believe in education. Although I honestly think the VEC system has outlived its usefulness,
I should mention that some brilliant work is being done by VECs through the vocational
training opportunities scheme and the Youthreach programme, for example. Fundamental con-
cepts like adult education and lifelong learning are being developed by the VECs to bring
people back into second chance education.

I felt a little jealous as I listened to Senator O’Reilly discussing the excellent provision that
is being made by County Cavan VEC. I have discussed the matter with Deputy Conlon too. I
accept that some VECs are superb and provide superb services. That is not being done as part
of a national policy, however. It depends on the ethos, energy and drive of the chief executive
officer of the VEC in question. It may also depend on a lack of political infiltration in the
county in question. I do not know very much about the Cavan model but I know that County
Wexford VEC is swamped by petty political interventions, for example, on the part of people
who are trying to get on certain boards, such as interview boards, or to have certain costs, such
as travel expenses, met. That is why I was jealous when I heard about the services being
provided in Cavan.

As a republican, I firmly believe every child in this country should be treated equally. I do
not accept for a minute that children from disadvantaged areas are being pushed into VECs
because they cannot get places in other schools, even if such schools would better suit their
needs. The VEC system was established to give vocational training to people who are not

38



Restructuring of Vocational 19 October 2010. Education Committees: Statements

academically minded, if that is the right phrase to use, and to ensure such people can use their
other intelligence. People who were good with their hands, for example, were given training in
carpentry and woodwork. When other secondary schools started to provide such subjects in
the 1970s, it was clear this was no longer a unique function of the VECs. We need to examine
where the VEC system is going. Do we need VECs to run secondary schools at all? Is a
different model needed in this modern era to get certain categories of student through the
education system in order that they can provide better lives for themselves, their children and
their parents, who should not still be dealing with them in later life? That is the reality and the
truth. It is disappointing that no one has spoken about this aspect of the matter to date. I could
speak about it ad nauseam if more time were available to me.

There is a need for a survey of enrolment in VECs, for example, to ascertain how the
numbers stack up in schools with brilliant teachers. The Minister of State said the fundamental
reason for the amalgamation of VECs is that student numbers are falling. I am not sure we
need we need to amalgamate the VECs. We should start by cutting the dross from the VECs.
A layer of staff might not be needed when the county and town VECs merge. We should be
honest and start with voluntary redundancies and other ways of cutting expenditure. I under-
stand that officials from County Wexford VEC went to Jersey last year to attend a seminar on
bongo drums. I do not think taxpayers’ money was well spent in that instance. I do not know
how it was supposed to prevent a child in a disadvantaged part of County Wexford from
dropping out of school. It was ridiculous.

We need to examine all elements of the VECs to see where money is being wasted or is
seeping out. The bottom line is that parents will send their children to schools that successfully
deliver services. I am aware of children in Wexford town who travel to schools in New Ross
and Enniscorthy each day because they do not feel served by the VEC in Wexford town. I do
not criticise the VEC school in Bridgetown, the ethos of which is more like that of a community
college. It seems that VEC schools perform better when there is less interference. We need to
look at that. I am sick of listening to Senators asking how many elected members will remain
on the boards of VECs. The reality is that most politicians who are on the boards of VECs are
failed politicians who had seats but no longer have them. They wanted a little bit of recompense
after losing their local authority seats.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: That is a bit harsh.

Senator Lisa McDonald: It is the truth. There are many Fine Gael politicians in that position.
County Wexford VEC is controlled by Fine Gael. I do not think Fine Gael has served it
very well.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: That is very harsh.

Senator Lisa McDonald: The Senator should check the facts.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Senator McDonald is impugning the efforts of members of local
authorities.

Senator Lisa McDonald: Absolutely. Senator Healy Eames said that one size does not fit all
when it comes to vocational education. She argued that all the various VECs provide different
services. I do not think that is fair. All children should be treated the same regardless of
whether they come from Wexford, Cavan, Dublin or Galway. I accept there is a need to differ-
entiate between inner-city communities with different needs. We need to fight harder for them.
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[Senator Lisa McDonald.]

I do not know the answer but we need to start by conducting a survey of enrolment and seeing
what the children need. The work of the VECs has helped many people to get jobs. Many
people with trades have done wonderful work in this country. We should focus on the next
moves that are needed to help people to enjoy the benefits of having jobs rather than ending
up on the trash heap, which has happened to many people.

If this is all about making savings, I suggest a simple way of doing that would be to provide
for a centralised grant system. Responsibility for grants could be taken from the VECs. West-
meath VEC charges €88 to issue a grant. The highest grant price — in excess of €450 — is
charged by County Tipperary North Riding VEC. There is huge divergence. There are similar
differences in the times taken by VECs to issue grants. This could all be done pretty easily on-
line. I do not see why we cannot take this function from the VECs and leave it at that. That
would be a much more reasonable way of making changes. We need to get into the VECs to
see exactly what changes need to be made. The bottom line is that the customer is the individual
student or child. I have to say as a mother that there are many VEC schools to which I would
not send my child. I do not say that in an elitist way. I refer to the manner in which services
are being delivered. Many VECs are being run in an inefficient and poor manner. I have
referred to the example of county Wexford VEC. I appreciate that not all VECs are like
Wexford. That in itself is intrinsically unfair.

Senator Pearse Doherty: I enjoyed Senator McDonald’s speech. Although I did not agree
with some of it — some of her comments were scandalous — it generally reached the core of
the issue. Her passion cannot be questioned. It was wrong of the Senator to refer to some of
the public sector workers in our education system as dross. It should be made clear that those
who deliver education services within the VEC system and at the front line in our schools face
many challenges. During previous debates on education, we have mentioned that teachers must
deal with changing social attitudes. It is much more difficult to control a classroom today than
it was many years ago. It is unfortunate to call anyone dross, but I especially regret the use of
that term with regard to those who provide public services and educate our future entre-
preneurs, Deputies and Senators, etc.

I agree with Senator McDonald in so far as I do not think the amalgamation of certain VECs
represents the solution to the problems in this area. We need to consider whether it will help
us to ensure the best educational services are provided to children. What will the amalgamation
of the VECs achieve? The Minister of State said it will save €3 million. Will that saving be
repeated every year? Is it a current or a capital saving? The only aspect of the €3 million saving
that was itemised by the Minister of State was the sale of buildings, which would be a once-off
saving for the State. He said the special group suggested that €3 million would be saved and
he was satisfied that something in that order was reasonable. It is unlikely that front-line
workers will lose their jobs as a result of the amalgamation. The Croke Park agreement means
it is doubtful that chief executive officers will take wage reductions. They will be moved into
different positions and will keep their salaries and the payments they receive. Few savings will
be made. There are a number of examples of regionalisation of services, including the health
boards and the HSE and the centralisation of the medical card system. They have all been
highly criticised by both sides of the House as resulting in inefficiencies. I am not convinced
this effort, whether right or wrong, is the best approach to meet the future needs of the VEC
in education in this State. Will it result in the cost benefits on which the Government is hinging
this project?
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I challenge the Minister of State or the Minister to publish a report. We talk about consensus
and transparency, so let us publish the document showing the cost benefit analysis of all of
this, where the savings will be made, how they will be made and the greater efficiencies.

The Minister of State talked about procurement. We do not need mergers of VECs to deal
with procurement. There is no reason we cannot look at joint procurement now. We do not
have to wait 18 months for that happen. VECs and, indeed, local authorities are following that
path, on which they must be commended, and the merger of VECs is not required.

What buildings, or VEC headquarters, is it proposed to sell? I am sure the Minister of State
and Minister have an idea, although perhaps they do not and this is a back of the envelope job.
Many of these courses and unique services to communities are provided in the headquarters of
VECs.

Senator McDonald spoke in very passionate terms. I agree with her that there is the issue of
the VEC gravy train. The Minister could take steps today to ensure it is stopped in its tracks.
It is not unique to Fine Gael. Ministers and Members of the Oireachtas can design legislation
stating there will be so many parents’ representatives, community representatives and so on
but I served on Donegal VEC and a community representative on that VEC was a Fianna Fáil
TD while the other community representatives were directors of elections for Fianna Fáil.

The following is a little anecdote of how bizarre the situation is and how some people on
the VEC see it as a gravy train. Myself and the parents’ representative, a democratically elected
person, were the only people who did not get on to any board of management in Donegal
VEC. I did not want to be on the majority of them because they were not in my area, they
were too far away and there were people who were perhaps better placed. Members of that
VEC served on four or five different boards of management. Due to the coming together of
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, which controlled the VEC, myself and the parents’ representative
were kept off boards of management.

Someone from the top end of Donegal was appointed — it takes me two hours to travel the
length of my constituency, not to mention there is another one — to the board of management
of a school in the bottom end of the constituency. That is not unique. That is done time and
again because when one goes to board of management meetings, one can claim one’s expenses.
That is what it is all about. The Minister must step in. That could be done now and we should
not have to wait 18 months for issues such as that to be stopped.

If we merge VECs and do not regulate the system, there will be an even greater problem.
VECs will transcend three counties. Imagine the person from whatever party living in that part
of Leitrim which borders Donegal getting travel expenses to travel to Longford for the fort-
nightly management meeting. They are small issues but they are issues of public confidence
and cost savings.

I question whether this will be a cost saving exercise. Some capital expenditure will be saved.
What is unique about VECs is the partnership approach. Some work better than others, as do
some schools, and that is all because of the talents people bring to the table. There must be
more hands-on management by the boards with elected representatives and other members of
the boards stepping up to the plate in these matters and better oversight by the Department
of Education and Skills which funds the VECs to ensure the standards are up to scratch.

Senator McDonald touched on a point I was going to raise. We are talking about amalgamat-
ing VECs. Some 29 of the 33 will be amalgamated. This House debated the Student Support
Bill two years ago. Students are contemplating dropping out of college because they cannot
get their grant payments. It is on this the Minister should concentrate. Last week Carlow
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[Senator Pearse Doherty.]

VEC, Clare VEC, Cork VEC, Donegal VEC, City of Dublin VEC, County Dublin VEC, Dun
Laoghaire VEC, Galway VEC, Kildare VEC, Kilkenny VEC, Leitrim VEC, Limerick VEC,
Longford VEC, Louth VEC, Meath VEC, Monaghan VEC, Offaly VEC, Roscommon VEC,
Sligo VEC, Tipperary North VEC, Tipperary South VEC, City of Waterford VEC, County
Waterford VEC, Westmeath VEC and Wicklow VEC had not issued a single grant payment.
It is in absolutely chaos. People are dropping out of college. Let us look at the service and the
client, the people who need the education and the help. That is what the Minister should focus
on and not on amalgamating VECs which will not result in any benefits.

An Cathaoirleach: I call Senator Leyden.

Senator Lisa McDonald: Before Senator Leyden speaks, given what I heard from Senator
Doherty, could I withdraw my use of the word “dross”? I did not intend it to be imparted in
that manner. It came out accidentally.

Senator Terry Leyden: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Haughey, and wish him well
in his work in the Department of Education and Skills. I expressed my view at a parliamentary
party meeting that I hope this proposal to amalgamate 33 VECs to form 16 will be more
successful than the amalgamation of the eight or nine health boards into the Health Service
Executive, which did not prove very successful. I hope there will be very detailed consideration
of the benefits of this proposal.

VECs have served us very well since the 1930s. It is a long time since legislation was intro-
duced. The Minister of State will agree that the VECs have done the State a great service over
the years. I am a former pupil of the vocational education system and I declare an interest in
that my daughter is chairperson of the Roscommon Vocational Education Committee, although
I do not believe I have to declare that. The chairpersons of VECs do not receive any remuner-
ation. It is important to note that quite a number of members of VECs come from the elected
councils and they provide a very good service to the public in a democratic way.

It is imperative the new structures continue the legacy of the effective integration and work
of the county VECs. The VECs work with statutory and voluntary agencies with a county
remit, including the county development boards, child care committees, sports partnerships,
integrated development companies, mental health associations, activity groups and so on. It is
imperative the new VEC structure, whatever it is, continues to connect with local communities.

The strength of VECs in the area of adult and community education has been that they have
been able to connect with the community through interagency work and other methods. VECs
empower individuals to engage with education. They break down barriers to education through
community education. Initiatives in adult education programmes and accessibility are key to
delivering an effective education to adult learners in rural communities. That has been a strong
point. I do not believe any other education service would have given that type of service to
adults. That is what has been provided by the VECs and their adult education officers. The
new VEC structure must ensure staff at county level in the area of adult and community
education continue to engage, empower and, ultimately, improve the education of rural com-
munities, which are dispersed and geographically isolated. The delivery of education in rural
dispersed communities takes much time, effort and cost. VECs have played a key role in
empowering individuals on the margins to engage with education and to improve the quality
of their lives and their job opportunities, and that is vital in the new role the Minister of State,
Deputy Haughey, and the Department have in FÁS and other agencies. It is vital the new VEC
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structure will include the key posts and workers in adult and community education, such as
adult education officers, community education officers and support staff within each of the
counties.

VECs over the years have proven themselves to be accessible, accountable and democratic
bodies. The education service at local and county levels must remain accessible to the com-
munity to remain relevant and effective. To that end, the key posts and support staff within
the county structure must be retained, where there will be a strong structure on the ground.
Irrespective of whether we amalgamate Roscommon, Leitrim and Longford, for example, each
county would have a clear structure with which people could identify, as they had in the past.

The Minister of State can make this quite clear. The amalgamation has no effect on com-
munity schools and colleges which operate under the schemes or on VEC links with, and
membership of, the institutes of technology. Those all are issues which can be considered and
looked at by the Minister and officials when they are dealing with the matter.

The matter is at an early stage. It was mooted previously, in the 1980s, and it was deferred
at that time until another date. It has been talked about for a long time. This may or may not
come about. We will be concentrating on other issues in the meantime.

The proof is that the VECs really have been effective organisations. They have worked well.
If one visits Grange in County Sligo, from where the late Senator Willie Farrell came, one will
see it developed because there was a vocational school. All of the businesses, whether furniture
manufacture or window and glass manufacturing, had a connection with the community there.
I can see in every town where there are vocational schools that the majority of people who
work in the area have had a link with the vocational school. At the time it was a tremendous
concept — it is still a good concept — and over the years it has developed in other areas of
activity, and now we want to emphasise job creation.

I found going to the vocational school in Roscommon a fairly good experience. When I was
leaving the vocational school in the 1960s I was offered two jobs, which was rather good. I was
offered a job in the county council as a trainee draftsman or work with an architect in
Roscommon, and the headmaster brought me in and gave me great advice before there was
careers’ advice available.

An Cathaoirleach: Senator Leyden has one minute remaining.

Senator Terry Leyden: He advised me to go to the energetic young architects, Brian and
Mary O’Carroll, in Roscommon, and I took his advice and learnt a great deal training and
working with them over the years. I suppose I can say that Mr. Bill Finch, then principal of
Roscommon vocational school at Lanesborough Street, Roscommon, gave me an opportunity
to start on the ladder of employment. I can look back with satisfaction and state that it was a
good recommendation, and I received good support. I want to place on record my thanks to
him and all of the teachers in that school, including Mr. Frank Kenny, Mr. Michael Hopkins
and Ms Nonie O’Rourke. I learned a great deal from them and others. I will not go through
the full list, but I want to place on record that at least I know something about it and that I
served as a member of the Roscommon Vocational Education Committee and as a member of
the board of the Institute of Technology, Athlone.

A Fianna Fáil Government will always do right as far as education is concerned. I have
confidence in the Minister of State, Deputy Haughey, and the Tánaiste, Deputy Coughlan, in
bringing about the ultimate finality in this regard and that there will not be an inter-county
squabble as far as location is concerned.

43



Restructuring of Vocational 19 October 2010. Education Committees: Statements

An Cathaoirleach: I thank the Senator.

Senator Terry Leyden: I place on record again my admiration for those who serve on VECs.
They are of the highest character and integrity, irrespective of what any other Senator would
say.

An Cathaoirleach: Senator Leyden has made the point.

Senator Terry Leyden: I thank the Cathaoirleach for the latitude. No doubt he would concur
with much of what I stated, but I understand he cannot make any comment.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Aire Stáit, an Teachta Haughey.

Senator Leyden’s second last comment is worth dwelling on because people do not have
confidence in the Tánaiste or the Government to deliver meaningful change. I am glad Senator
Leyden did not join with his colleague Senator McDonald in pouring scorn on the members of
the vocational education committees, who work tirelessly and who serve on boards of manage-
ment, not for remuneration or travel expenses, but to do what is best for the parents, children
and staff or the school, and that should be put on record.

I spent four years teaching in Cork county VEC in St. Aidan’s Community College. Those
were four excellent years in which I learnt a great deal and where there was excellent partner-
ship between students, parents and teachers, the board of management and the Cork county
VEC. Indeed, under the principal, Dr. Frank Steele, there was a strong ethos of education,
which is the primary focus of the vocational education committees.

It is worth noting that the VEC sector is not only about one facet or sphere of education,
but covers a multitude. For example, Cork county VEC includes Youthreach, back to education
for adults and outdoor education, and there is added the crazy situation where it administers
grant scholarships and school transport.

6 o’clock

Cork city VEC, which is also a progressive VEC, includes three community colleges, Nagle
Community College, Mahon, and Terence MacSwiney Community College and, in the city
centre, Coláiste Daibhéid. Taking the facet of post-primary education and the further education

which is done in the college of commerce, St. John’s Central College and Coláiste
Stiofán Naofa, which is the third-level sphere added to second level, it shows that
the vocational education committee in the case of Cork city provides a diverse

programme catering for over 4,000 in PLCs and 7,000 in adult education. When one also looks
at the work being done in Nagle Community College, Terence MacSwiney Community College
and Coláiste Daibhéid at post primary, it shows that reform of the vocational education com-
mittee is necessary.

Reform is about reducing bureaucracy. As Deputy Brian Hayes, my party’s former education
spokesperson, stated, it is about safeguarding the front line. I was pleased the Minister of State,
Deputy Haughey, stated in his speech there would be no outside quango, bureaucracy or agency
to drive this change. That is to be welcomed.

The following statistics may be of interest to the Minister of State. In 1968-69, there were
182,000 students in second-level education whereas in 2008-09, there are approximately 341,000
students. That is a massive quantum leap in second level education when compared with the
number at first level, which remained almost static increasing only from 489,000 to 498,000.
Also by comparison, the number at third level jumped sevenfold from 21,000 in 1968-69 to
141,000 in 2008-09. My point is there are now more people in education and we need to deliver,
in the front line of the classroom, on the provision of proper, directed and resourced education.
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Councillor Jim Corr, a former Deputy Lord Mayor and Lord Mayor of Cork and a member
of the City of Cork VEC, stated in a good paper that historical development of Irish education
has led to a highly centralised system rather than to the development of strong local bodies
which would seem to be the norm elsewhere. That is an accurate comment. We must allow
local democracy to have its say.

I do not agree with Senator Doherty’s analysis that members of Fine Gael, Fianna Fáil or
the Labour Party are excluding Sinn Féin from the vocational education committees for reasons
connected with expenses. That is not the case. I do not know anyone for whom expenses were
the reason for serving on the board of a VEC or school. They do so because they want to serve
their respective communities.

Restructuring should not be introduced purely to save costs or reduce the number of
vocational education committees. The purpose of the measure must be to realign the VECs in
a manner that addresses the weaknesses in the system and results in a properly resourced
system that meets the needs of teachers, students, staff and parents. We must not lose sight of
the fact that the functions and objective of the education system is to educate and train.
Through his involvement in County Cavan Vocational Education Committee, Senator Wilson
will be fully aware that we must never stop providing training and retraining and offering
educational opportunities to all.

We need strong local governance of robust bodies which operate in a system which delivers
results. The location of offices does not matter, although the merger of the VECs will present
challenges and difficulties.

The Department’s White Paper refers to strategic planning. Vocational education committees
are community based and have deep roots in local communities, with their members drawn
from among local elected representatives, as well as representatives of teachers, parents and
local communities. According to Mr. Michael Moriarty, the general secretary of the Irish
Vocational Education Association, the “cornerstone of the VECs’ success to date has been
their deep-rooted local engagement in terms of services and supports.”

We must collaborate with all stakeholders to make the amalgamation a success. It must not
be done purely for budgetary reasons or to achieve a certain figure on a balance sheet. Its
purpose must be to deliver positive outcomes. We need a well resourced education system that
students leave having acquired a good education and in which staff are adequately rewarded
and recognised for their professional role.

Senator O’Relly posed a number of questions. I am concerned about VEC staff at the lower
end of the payscale, specifically ancillary staff, caretakers and administrators in schools and
VEC offices. What will happen to them? We must be conscious of those on the lower rungs of
the ladder because those on the top rungs never lose out. Let us not overlook those working
hard at the bottom end of the system.

It is interesting that the Government has decided that City of Cork and County Cork
Vocational Education Committees will remain separate. The decision demonstrates that Cork
has a good education system.

I look forward to further discussion and analysis of the proposal before us. This is only the
beginning of a process that must be managed and handled properly.

Senator Diarmuid Wilson: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Haughey, and commend
him and the Tánaiste, Deputy Coughlan, for their commitment to education.
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[Senator Diarmuid Wilson.]

I should declare that for the past 23 years I have worked with the County Cavan Vocational
Education Committee as a Youthreach co-ordinator. Prior to that, I received my second level
education in Cavan vocational school. I am also a former member of County Cavan Vocational
Education Committee.

My preference would have been to leave the VEC structure as it was. The 33 vocational
education committees throughout the Twenty-six Counties have provided excellent educational
opportunities for their client group since their inception in the early 1930s under the Vocational
Education Act 1930.

Senator O’Reilly referred to my local VEC, County Cavan Vocational Education Committee,
as did Senator McDonald, albeit in a different context. I am proud of it and the work it does.
Some of those not familiar with the VEC system take the view that VECs merely manage a
few schools and that further amalgamation of various county VECs is necessary. That view is
wide of the mark. In County Cavan the VEC is responsible for four second level schools,
Virginia College, Breifne College, St. Bricin’s College and St. Mogue’s College, which cater for
more than 3,000 second level students. Cavan Institute in Cavan town, formerly known as the
Cavan College of Further Studies, has an enrolment of more than 1,400 day students and
600 students attending night school. It could accommodate up to 2,500 day students with the
appropriate teacher allocation and an application for an additional ten or 12 teaching posts
was submitted to the Department. Unfortunately, while efforts in this regard both by me and
the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, Deputy Smith, have not been successful, we
continue to hope the Department will see the light and provide the additional teachers required
to allow the institute to provide much needed further education for up to 1,000 additional
day students.

The centres with which I am most familiar are the Youthreach training centres, of which
there are three in County Cavan. I am proud that almost 1,000 young people have successfully
passed through the Cavan town Youthreach centre since it became the first such centre to open
its doors in the county almost 21 years ago. Cavan Youthreach does not only provide young
people who have dropped out of the formal education system for one reason or another with
a second chance. In many cases, these young people are given a first chance to obtain an
educational qualification. A recent survey undertaken by staff at the centre found that more
than 93% of the students who had passed through it were still in gainful employment. I am
pleased Youthreach was able to offer a way forward to these young people who had been
neglected by the formal education system.

The adult education section of County Cavan Vocational Education Committee provides
night classes and some day classes for almost 5,000 people, while the VEC’s youth service
provides other valuable services for young people on a daily basis. It is easy to understand the
reason people in County Cavan are proud of their VEC. Since his appointment in 2005, the
current chief executive officer has dramatically changed the profile and services provided by it.

I concur with Senator O’Sullivan that since it was established in the 1930s, the vocational
education system has provided class-free education free of charge. It has earned its reputation
and in some places was obliged to earn it the hard way.

A departmental report entitled, Investing Effectively in Information and Communications
Technology in Schools, made a number of recommendations, one being VECs should consider
providing services outside their own systems. I understand Senator O’Reilly alluded to County
Cavan Vocational Education Committee which, under the IT provision, has piloted a scheme
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under which it provides information technology backup for schools other than those within the
VEC system in County Cavan at both secondary and primary levels. This indicates how pro-
gressive and far-seeing it is.

I wish to ask the Minister of State some questions, although I acknowledge some have been
asked by colleagues. What will be the committee structure following the amalgamation of
County Cavan and County Monaghan Vocational Education Committees? Incidentally, I wel-
come the amalgamation and look forward to our constituency colleagues in County Monaghan
coming to work in the headquarters in Cavan. Will there be a particular number of representa-
tives from each county? I seek the retention by local representatives of their positions on the
amalgamated committees.

While I am sorry I did not hear Senator Doherty’s contribution, I understand he alleged that
Sinn Féin members were being kept off vocational education committees by Fianna Fáil, Fine
Gael and the Labour Party. For his information and to set the record straight, in County Cavan
two elected Sinn Féin members are active members of the VEC.

Moreover, community and staff representatives should retain their places on the amalga-
mated committees. While some committees interpret the phrase “staff representatives” to mean
teachers, it encompasses all staff members employed by the VECs. In addition, parents’ rep-
resentatives should be retained on the committees.

As there will be more chief executive officers than VECs, how will this matter be decided?
It is my desire that Mr. Colm McEvoy, chief executive officer of County Cavan Vocational
Education Committee since 2005, will retain his position. What will happen to teachers’ con-
tracts? Teachers are employed by a particular VEC, but what will happen after amalgamation?

Senator Buttimer referred to grant applications which are being processed successfully by
local VEC committees. It is easy to check the progress of an application at local level. What is
proposed in respect of grant processing?

I hope the Minister of State will be in a position to answer my questions. I reiterate that it
would have been preferable if the VECs had remained the same way, but that is not to be. It
is to be welcomed, however, that there will be consultation on each step to be taken henceforth.
As I am from Ulster, I defend the decision to retain a single VEC for County Donegal. As it
is such a huge county, it is practical to do so with a single chief executive officer.

Senator Maurice Cummins: I will be brief as many questions have been asked.

It became clear in recent years that rationalisation in the number of VECs would take place.
However, people got a shock when it was proposed to reduce the number eventually from 33
to 16, which is even greater then the number recommended by Professor McCarthy.

Rather than make a speech about VECs, I will ask a number of questions after noting that
I served on City of Waterford Vocational Education Committee for many years. All Members
recognise the excellent work done by VECs in parishes nationwide.

On the proposed amalgamation of VECs in three counties, there will be war regarding the
location of the headquarters of the amalgamated body. Where will the headquarters be located
following the amalgamation of the VECs in Waterford city and county and Tipperary South
Riding? Who will decide the matter? As Senator Wilson mentioned, the same issue will arise
in respect of chief executive officers. Which of the three chief executive officers will be chief
executive officer of the revamped VEC?
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On the composition of the boards, how many will serve on them? Will there be an equal
number of representatives from Tipperary South Riding, Waterford city and county? Similarly,
what will be the position on the composition of sub-committees of the board?

These are the questions being asked, to which Members must have the answers to make
matters clear for the staff and members of the board, as well as for the most important group,
namely, the pupils who attend schools, of which the VEC is patron.

Senator Wilson also mentioned grants. Will a single national grant agency replace individual
VECs and deal with all VEC grants or even all third level college grants? Will this power be
taken from local authorities and given to a single agency? While uniformity nationwide must
be considered, has any homework been done on this issue?

It is all very well to make a statement or bring a Bill before the House, but answers to these
questions are needed immediately by all of the stakeholders and the sooner we receive them,
the better chance we will have. The proposed gestation period of 18 months is far too long.
One should avoid putting one’s foot further into the mire by having a scenario similar to the
HSE in which people did not know where they were working or what were their responsibilities.
The Minister of State should have some answers to the pertinent questions raised by many
members.

Senator Paschal Mooney: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Aire Stáit. There is a certain irony about
the contributions made from all sides of the House which rightly have been defending the role,
history and tradition of the VECs, as well as the massive contribution they have made to
advancing the education system. This is because the teachers’ union, the members of which
receive their contracts from these same VECs, has decided to remain outside the Croke Park
agreement which is meant to improve the lot of everyone.

There is a certain inevitability about this proposal. I remember a proposal being made in the
1990s to regionalise the VECs which was shot down in both Houses of the Oireachtas. I remem-
ber being united with many colleagues in the view that regionalisation was not the way forward.
However, the mandarins in the Department of Education and Skills have finally got their way.
The culture in the permanent Government — I do not know from where it came — is to
centralise everything, do away with local democracy and ensure there will be less of a decision-
making role for publicly elected representatives. As a result, over the last 20 years we have
built an enormous number of non-elected, or quasi-elected, bodies, all of which have their own
autonomy, and local democracy does not seem to count. This is another example of that.

The Tánaiste and Minister for Education and Skills has inherited this proposal, which was
in gestation even before her predecessor came into the Department. From discussions I have
had with members of VECs throughout the country and of the Irish Vocational Education
Association, it is clear this initiative has been lying in the files of Marlborough Street for
decades. I would love to know who the people are who decided these things and if they feel
they are in the best interests of the country and of the education of our young people.

I am a strong advocate of local democracy and I cannot understand why we in Ireland,
who have such a strong tradition of democracy and democratic accountability, have separated
ourselves from many of our European Union brethren. Denmark is a perfect example of
democracy at its purest, where even the most local village has its own council. France is another
example, where they have several tiers of local and regional government bringing democracy
to the people and feeling more accountable.

48



Restructuring of Vocational 19 October 2010. Education Committees: Statements

I appreciate those who say it is ludicrous, administratively speaking, that a county like
Leitrim, with five VEC schools and a total school population of around 1,500, should have its
own administrative structure. The same could be said of Sligo, Longford or Roscommon.
However, it is now proposed that Leitrim, Roscommon and Longford be amalgamated, which
not only cuts across county boundaries but also across provincial boundaries. Those of us who
have been in the political arena for a long time and have looked at various constituency reviews
can testify that these amalgamations do not always work out. Senator Cummins cited an
example. I am sure he and many of his colleagues in the south east are looking with some
curiosity at the new configuration of south Tipperary and Waterford, although I know there is
a certain relationship between the two.

I add my voice to the questions as to how these administrative structures will be set up. I
am particularly interested in parents’ representation. Parents’ representatives are the only
externally elected group on the current VECs. Teachers nominate their representatives through
internal elections. Only parents’ representatives have to go before the people — in this instance
the electorate is made up of parents whose children are attending VEC schools — and put
themselves forward. I did it. How will we ensure parents in the three counties of Leitrim,
Longford and Roscommon are adequately represented? The schools will continue to operate.
In my case, the geographical spread of the schools will make my work more challenging.

I will not re-echo the other questions on administrative structures but I hope the Tánaiste
will come back to the House and at least give us a progress report on the discussions with the
IVEA and other interested parties. If there is a gestation period of 18 months I would like to
think we will not be presented with another fait accompli but will be given an open and trans-
parent process so Members of the Oireachtas can have an input into these discussions and
deliberations. It may not be practical to do that but it would be the right thing to do.

I am the third generation of my family to be involved in VECs, going back to my grandfather,
Andrew Mooney, my father Joe Mooney and my mother. My five children all attended the
vocational school in Drumshanbo and received an excellent education. I do not agree with the
suggestion that VEC schools are a step-down, in terms of academic prowess, from other
schools. For example, since the 1960s there was a clamour in Country Leitrim for a merger of
the schools in Carrick-on-Shannon. It would have involved the vocational school, the Presen-
tation Brothers school and the Marist convent, which became Marymount. By the time the
decision was finally being taken in the 1990s, the parents were voting with their feet by sending
their children to the vocational school and enrolment numbers there outnumbered Marymount
by 2:1. The academic record of the vocational school was seen by parents to be superior to that
offered in the other schools. I am not inventing this. Parents voted with their feet. It would
seem obvious that the merger should have resulted in a community college under the VEC,
but some people in the Department, led by Church authorities, decided that the Catholic ethos
would be lost and that the VEC consisted of a bunch of ultra-left-wing communists who would
dissipate and eliminate religion from a community college. That was the view. One may talk
about people having a snobbish view of VECs but this was much more basic. It was a power
struggle which in my opinion missed the point completely. The curriculum of a community
college would not have been different but there would have been a difference in terms of public
accountability. VECs are, in the main, made up of elected councillors and other elected people,
and I believe in accountability at local level.

This is not a good day for vocational education. It is a sad day. As Senator Cummins said of
the HSE, it might come back to haunt us.
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Senator John Paul Phelan: As I was watching the debate on the monitor in my office I
decided to take the opportunity to raise some concerns about my area of Kilkenny. Following
the McCarthy report, there was an expectation that rationalisation in the VEC sector was
inevitable. In Kilkenny, there was an expectation that the report’s recommendation to amalga-
mate the VECs of Kilkenny and Carlow would be implemented. However, there was, under-
standably, some degree of consternation when an arbitrary line was drawn to include County
Kildare with Kilkenny and Carlow. I ask the Minister of State about the rationale for this. It
is altogether too coincidental that the Minister’s county of Donegal hangs on to its VEC while
we create a thing in Leinster which stretches from Dublin city to Waterford city and call it
Kildare, Carlow and Kilkenny VEC, or whatever its name will be. Where will its headquarters
be? On a geographic level it makes no sense whatsoever. The population of that area is more
than twice the population of County Donegal and it is comparable in area. I do not see the
logic of combining those three counties together. It would have made some sense to amalga-
mate Carlow and Kilkenny with either Laois or Wexford. Kildare, Carlow and Kilkenny looks
like something that was picked out of the sky. I do not know how the decision was arrived at.

Equally, it is bizarre that County Tipperary, which has two local authorities, will continue to
have two VECs. An amalgamation of north Tipperary and south Tipperary would appear
obvious, rather than putting south Tipperary with Waterford and north Tipperary with Clare.
What sort of criteria were used to draw up these boundaries? I know population and the
number of schools would have been factors. Surely common sense was a factor at some point.
I do not see how the reconfiguration of County Tipperary can be explained. Although a
member of Kilkenny County Council, I never had the privilege of being a member of the
county’s VEC. I am aware of the tremendous education the schools operated by County
Kilkenny VEC have provided over the years.

I agree with much of what Senator Mooney said. Five or six years ago, the HSE was
presented to us as the panacea for the country’s health services. Now, however, even Govern-
ment supporters acknowledge in private that the HSE has been a disaster from start to finish
and, more importantly, the public is aware of its failures. The Minister of State now proposes
to establish a similar series of education structures without a clear rationale for the decision.

In regard to staff roles, will we face a repeat of the HSE’s policy of keeping everyone in the
same position? The rationalisation the Government is seeking in these amalgamations will be
defeated if all the staff remain where they are. That was the biggest fiasco to emerge from the
establishment of the HSE. There are three chief executive officers at present in counties
Carlow, Kilkenny and Kildare and while I understand one plans to retire in the not too distant
future, the others will remain. Who will be appointed chief executive officer of the new
committee?

I am a firm believer in local government and democracy. I understand the Government’s
logic and my party supported the McCarthy report’s recommendation on reducing the number
of VECs but the operation of local government should have been examined closely before these
proposals were finalised. The Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government
promised a White Paper on local government reform more than a year ago. Vocational edu-
cation, health service reform and joint policing committees have roles to play in local govern-
ment. If the Government is serious about building local authorities that deliver services locally,
education provision should be part of their remit. In most EU countries, local authorities play
a role in the provision of education. Perhaps the Minister of State can indicate whether local
representatives will be involved in the new committees.
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The Minister of State mentioned a transition period of 18 months. Will the existing VECs
be disbanded or will the new committees be appointed first? How does he envisage this change
taking place in practical terms?

Students are facing serious challenges in the provision of third level grants because of delays
in processing. Given the cost of processing grant applications by VECs and local authorities,
surely it is time they were managed by one body within each county. Perhaps the Minister of
State can clarify whether such a change will form part of his proposals. Students should not
have to wait as long six months for their grants because it is impossible for many of them to
find part-time employment. For these students, a grant means the difference between being
able to stay in college and dropping out. It is unacceptable that some counties are taking months
to process grant applications. I hope the changes being announced to the VEC structures will
mean we can expect applications to be processed more promptly in the future.

Some of the proposed changes to the geographic areas of VECs appear bizarre but perhaps
the Minister of State can shed further light on them in his concluding remarks.

Minister of State at the Department of Education and Skills (Seán Haughey): As always,
Senators have provided a very useful and timely discussion on the restructuring of VECs. A
number of speakers, including Senators Ormonde, O’Sullivan and Leyden, paid tribute to the
valuable role played by the VEC system since its inception 80 years ago. VECs play a wide and
important range of functions, as legal patrons of schools, members of boards of management of
comprehensive schools, providers of adult and further education, players in the Government’s
labour market activation strategy and flexible and responsive promoters of social inclusion.
Since I was appointed a Minister of State four years ago I have worked closely with VECs on
the provision of further education. They play a crucial role in our upskilling and employment
activation agendas.

Senators raised a number of detailed questions. The only firm decision taken thus far by the
Government is to reduce the overall number of VECs from 33 to 16 and the merger of part-
icular county committees into a revised configuration. The details of the restructuring will be
worked on by the Department in conjunction with the VECs concerned in advance of mergers.

A number of Senators advised us to act quickly. The projected timescale for the restructuring
is 18 months but departmental officials will meet the IVEA as early as tomorrow to advance
their agenda and work has commenced in the Department on the heads of a Bill which will go
to Cabinet for approval in due course.

In regard to industrial relations issues, the Croke Park agreement will be the guiding docu-
ment for staff redeployment and the new structures. Issues will be addressed in consultation
with VEC staff and there will be no interruption of service delivery or programmes in VEC
schools and centres of education. The restructuring programme will be delivered under the
management of senior officials in the Department but VECs will be consulted at all stages. A
question was asked about the €3 million in projected savings. This figure represents ongoing
annual savings.

The break with county structures was referred to. The continuation of strong links between
a new VEC and the counties from which it is formed will be a fundamental feature of the new
structure. Each county involved in a merger will be represented on the new VEC.

A number of Senators, especially from the Opposition side of the House, asked why County
Donegal VEC was not amalgamated with another VEC. As matters stand, on the basis of
budgets, the largest VECs are, first, City of Dublin VEC, second, County Dublin VEC, third,
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County Cork VEC, fourth, County Donegal VEC and, fifth, City of Cork VEC. The Govern-
ment considered that these VECs should be retained as is, except for the inclusion of Dún
Laoghaire VEC with County Dublin VEC. The retention of County Donegal as a stand-alone
VEC was recommended by officials in the Department of Education and Skills prior to the
appointment of the Tánaiste as Minister in that Department.

Senator John Paul Phelan: A happy coincidence.

Deputy Seán Haughey: In arriving at this configuration, officials of the Department of Edu-
cation and Skills also took account of other factors such as the total area covered by a VEC, the
distance between extremities of the area, the road network within the area and the alignment of
other regional structures. In addition, officials also took into consideration the fact that County
Donegal is geographically isolated and is a large county in itself. A merger with any of the
smaller adjacent VECs would have limited the Government’s scope to create other viable units
in Connacht and-or north Leinster.

Senators asked why north Tipperary and south Tipperary were put in different groupings
rather than together. The revised new structures aim to bring each VEC area up to a critical
mass of activity level. Where possible, this requires a budget as close as possible to €50 million.
In addition, the officials in the Department of Education and Skills took account of other
factors such as the total area covered by a VEC, the distance between extremities of the area,
the road network within the area and the alignment of other regional structures. In this new
configuration, the combination of the existing Clare and Tipperary North Riding VECs cur-
rently has an operating budget of €56 million. It is already linked with Clare in other regional
structures, such as the mid-western regional drugs task force and the Mid-West Regional Auth-
ority, and contains the hub town of Ennis in County Clare and the linked gateway of Limerick
and Shannon. The combination of the existing County Tipperary South Riding VEC along with
Waterford city and county VECs also creates an entity which has an operating budget of €56
million. County Waterford and Tipperary South Riding are already linked in the other regional
structures such as the south-eastern regional drugs task force and the South-East Regional
Authority and contains the gateway town of Waterford.

Senator Maurice Cummins: City.

Deputy Seán Haughey: Consequently, I am satisfied that the educational needs of the people
of County Tipperary can be best served by having north Tipperary and south Tipperary in
different groupings.

Senator Mooney asked why some of the proposed amalgamations crossed provincial bound-
aries. The revised new structures aim to bring each VEC area up to a critical mass of activity
level. Where possible, this requires a budget as close as possible to €50 million. In addition,
officials of the Department of Education and Skills took account of other factors such as the
total area covered by a VEC, the distance between extremities of the area, the road network
within the area and the alignment of other regional structures. Having selected combinations
on the basis of these criteria, one of the 16 new VEC areas will cross provincial boundaries.
Although counties Leitrim, Roscommon and Longford are not linked in any other regional
structures, I am satisfied that the combination of these VECs will provide a VEC which has
the critical mass of activity level to meet the educational needs of the people of these three
counties.
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I thank the Senators for their contributions. It was worthwhile having this debate shortly
after the Government announcement. None the less, that announcement is but the first step
and the detail of this announcement has to be worked out in full consultation. I hope I have
given some pointers to the House as to how the various issues will be dealt with. I look forward
to keeping in contact with this House as this process evolves and to giving the required infor-
mation to Senators.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: When is it proposed to sit again?

Senator Diarmuid Wilson: At 10.30 a.m. tomorrow.

Adjournment Matters

————

School Equipment

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: To sum up in regard to the VEC issue, we are very disap-
pointed. It is clear no thought went into it and it is a half-baked approach to restructuring.
Listening to how it was managed, it seems as if the Department just added up the money to
ensure every VEC cost approximately €50 million to run. That is very disappointing because
this should be about an education service. I appeal to the Minister of State to consider the
scaling down of which I spoke.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator should speak on the Adjournment.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: The matter I have tabled refers to school chairs. While this
might seem trivial, I have some good news in that it will not cost a penny but will save many
people’s backs from future pain. Is the Department of Health and Children aware of the long-
term damage to children’s backs and overall posture caused by backward-sloping school chairs
that are used as standard practice in all Irish schools today? A number of years ago, I wrote a
book entitled Switching On For Learning, one of the chapters of which concerned good posture,
the Alexander technique and how backward-sloping school chairs are affecting children’s pos-
ture. As the Minister of State knows, children spend years of their lives sitting on such chairs.

One can do a test to assess a chair. If a pen is put on a chair and it rolls backward, it is a
poor chair. If the pen sits still, the chair is fine.

According to a recent report by the National Back Pain Association in the UK, backward-
sloping school chairs are a primary cause of back problems in later life. According to CureRese-
arch, 87,563 people in Ireland suffer from back pain. A vast amount is being spent on treatment,
loss in productivity, absenteeism and sick pay. We are not proposing to change all the school
furniture but to change the legislation to make all school chairs flat in future. This will cost the
Government nothing because I propose that as school chairs wear out, they would be replaced
with those that are flat and good for the back. This will save billions of euro in health care
costs and will produce a healthier population with better posture in the future. It is important
to state that this measure is cost neutral. It will cost nothing because I suggest it should be
introduced over time.

The Minister of State should listen to the following for a ludicrous situation. Mr. Richard
Brennan, who helps people with posture problems through the Alexander technique, was told
by the Department of Education and Science in Tullamore in 2002 that legislation stated that
all schools chairs must slope backwards by at least 4° as it is a safety factor when the chairs
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are being stacked. Why should the stacking of school chairs be more important than the damage
to young people’s backs?

To outline some facts in this regard, chronic back pain is costing each sufferer in Ireland
€6,000 to €10,000 a year when loss of earnings, hospital fees and bills for other medical treat-
ments and supports are added up. The calculations were part of a two-year study by the Centre
for Pain Research at NUI Galway, which found one in three adults contacted through general
practitioner surgeries suffered chronic pain and had been in pain for an average of seven and
a half years. Back pain was the most common cause in people up to age 65, in other words,
younger people. People with higher levels of pain had on average four hospital stays, eight
outpatient appointments and nine GP visits per year, and also required home help, specialist
equipment and other supports later in life, which, combined with loss of work, put the cost of
their condition at approximately €9,564 per person per year. That is the position. I request that
the Minister of State, Deputy Haughey, inform the Tánaiste and Minister for Education and
Skills and the Minister for Health and Children of the fact that we could prevent much of the
damage done to young people’s backs by replacing sloping school chairs with flat backed chairs.

Minister of State at the Department of Education and Skills (Seán Haughey): I am taking
this matter on behalf of the Tánaiste and Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Mary
Coughlan. I thank the Senator for raising it because it gives me an opportunity to outline to
the House the Government’s strategy for capital investment in education projects, including
investment in furniture and equipment in primary and post-primary schools and, in particular,
the Department’s requirements in respect of the specifications and standards which must be
met with regard to the supply of furniture and equipment to all schools.

Modernising facilities, including furniture and equipment, in our existing building stock as
well as the requirement to respond to emerging needs in areas of rapid population growth is a
significant challenge. The Government has shown a consistent determination to improve the
condition of school buildings and to ensure the appropriate facilities are in place to enable the
implementation of a broad and balanced curriculum.

In 2009 the Department spent in excess of €17.7 million on the provision of furniture and
equipment in primary and post-primary schools. This investment was used to provide furniture
and equipment in new schools and classrooms that opened during 2009 and also to provide
replacement furniture and equipment in existing schools and classrooms. To date in 2010,
the Department has paid out grants totalling in excess of €8.1 million in respect of furniture
and equipment.

The general position is that where the provision of school furniture and equipment is being
grant aided by the Department, all furniture and equipment supplied must comply with the
Department’s specifications. A copy of these specifications is available on the Department’s
website. The specifications to which I refer state that all furniture must be durable and safe for
school use and must comply fully with the specifications as set out by the Department, all
furniture must comply fully with European — EN — standards, both established and
developing, all furniture being proposed by suppliers must be accompanied by documentation
of sufficient detail to allow for full evaluation by schools, and any supply must include a com-
pleted and signed certificate of compliance with all relevant standards. The Department’s speci-
fications for chairs require that they should conform to the Irish and European standard, which
is IS EN 1729 — furniture, tables and chairs for educational institutions. This is a recent stan-
dard dating from 2006 and it would not be appropriate to use a specification in conflict with it.
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Before placing contracts for school furniture, it is open to school management authorities to
request furniture suppliers to submit prototypes or samples of proposed furniture to the
National Standards Authority of Ireland for performance testing. Schools are advised that the
workmanship, finish, etc. must in all cases be equal to the standard of the prototypes or samples
provided for testing and all furniture not manufactured strictly in accordance with this condition
is to be rejected. Schools are also advised, in the Department’s furniture specifications, that
careful consideration should be given at the time of ordering to the size range of furniture
required. With regard to chairs and tables, there are eight different size marks, 0-7, which are
colour coded, as defined in IS EN 1729. Broadly speaking the furniture size required by a
student is related to his or her stature, with perhaps the most appropriate parameter being the
popliteal height. For someone seated, this is the distance from the underside of the foot to the
underside of the thigh at the knee.

The health and safety of pupils is in the first instance a matter for each board of management.
This includes ensuring school furniture, including school chairs, complies with the Department’s
specification as well as the appropriate Irish and European standards. School management
authorities are advised to carry out regular health and safety audits of their school buildings,
including the furniture and equipment they contain. Where items are found not to be in com-
pliance with Department specifications or health and safety guidelines, it is open to school
authorities to apply for funding to replace these items.

I again thank the Senator for giving me the opportunity to outline the current position
regarding supply of furniture and equipment to schools.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: Who informs the standard, IS EN 1729, to which the Minister
of State refers? Does it relate to sloping chairs? If so, how can we change the practice that
obtains?

Deputy Seán Haughey: I am not in possession of the particular detail the Senator requires.
She has raised a very interesting issue and I will investigate it further on her behalf.

Senator Fidelma Healy Eames: I would appreciate that, especially in the context of
preventing damage to children’s backs.

Radon Gas

Senator Paudie Coffey: I welcome the Minister of State, who is here to reply to this matter,
which relates to the dangers of radon gas. Radon is a radioactive gas which is present in the
ground and which, when it rises above certain levels, is a threat to public health. It is colourless,
odourless and tasteless. It can be in one’s house and one will not realise it is present. The
World Health Organisation has carried out many analyses in respect of this gas. It has been
established that the presence of radon is linked to more than 200 lung cancer related deaths in
Ireland per annum.

High levels of radon have been detected in Waterford and the south east in general. Evidence
of this is provided in the national survey carried out by the Radiological Protection Institute
of Ireland, RPII. In fairness, the latter carries out regular awareness campaigns and invites
stakeholders, such as local authorities and various State bodies and agencies, or those with a
role or interest in raising awareness interest in this problem to take part in its radiological
protection forum.

There is a need for a national strategy to link in with the radon awareness campaign. The
Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland plays a role from a scientific and educational point

55



Radon 19 October 2010. Gas.

[Senator Paudie Coffey.]

of view. It does not have the resources or capacity to allow it to reach every locality. It will be
necessary to reach every locality if we are to deal appropriately with this threat to public health.
Local authorities could play a very important role in this regard, particularly because they
have the resources and manpower necessary at community level to raise awareness and drive
advertising campaigns.

An overall national strategy, for which the Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland, if
allocated proper resources, could take ultimate responsibility. The institute has carried out
awareness campaigns in certain areas where high levels of radioactive gas were detected. The
safety threshold relating to radon gas is 200 bq/m3 for a household or school and 400 bq/m3
for workplaces. I am aware of households in mid-Waterford where readings of thousands of
becquerels per metre cubed have been detected. This is a matter of major concern. Many
hundreds, if not thousands, of households in the south east have not been tested for the pres-
ence of radon. It can cost anything between €40 and €80 per test and if remediation work is
required, this can cost anything from €1,500 to €2,000.

7 o’clock

Grant aid is not provided to people who need to carry out remediation work such as that to
which I refer. In recent years there has been a drive to improve building energy ratings, BERs,
in homes and grant assistance in this regard is available through Sustainable Energy Ireland.

It is ironic that where energy ratings for houses are improved by the putting in
place of, for example, new windows, the level of ventilation and air circulation in
such houses can be reduced as a result. The latter can contribute to escalating

levels of radon where the gas is a problem. A house which did not have a radon problem prior
to its energy rating being improved could well develop such a problem subsequently. The
Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland made proposals to the Government and the
Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government in respect of tying radon
detection tests with any improvements relating to energy ratings. Such a suggestion is logical
and makes common sense.

I call on the Government to put in place a national radon protection strategy in order that
this problem, which is a public health issue due to the life-threatening nature of radon, might
be addressed. There are simple ways which would not incur a cost for the Exchequer by means
of which this problem could be dealt with. I refer, for example, to making it compulsory for
certification purposes to carry out radon tests on all new houses.

Every house sold must have a building energy rating, BER, certificate, and there is no reason
there cannot be a radon compliance certificate as well. Through this method, every house could
be tested in the next ten or 20 years, thereby eliminating a large part of the problem. I am
interested in the Minister of State’s response.

Deputy Seán Haughey: I am taking this Adjournment matter on behalf of my colleague, the
Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Deputy John Gormley. I thank
the Senator for raising this issue. The Government’s approach to radon, which is similar to that
of the majority of EU member states, is to concentrate efforts on increasing public awareness
of the risks posed by the gas in the home. The Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland,
RPII, which is the national organisation with regulatory, monitoring and advisory responsibil-
ities in matters pertaining to ionising radiation, which includes radon, offers a radon advisory
service as part of its remit, which is partly funded by the Department of the Environment,
Heritage and Local Government. In particular the RPII concerns itself with hazards to health
associated with ionising radiation and with radioactive contamination in the environment from
both natural and artificial sources.
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Radon is a known carcinogen and long-term exposure to high radon levels presents a direct
risk to human health. The epidemiological evidence tells us that it is also a public health
issue. There is now a consensus that an integrated approach, involving building and health
professionals, local authorities, the radon measurement industry and communication experts,
must be adopted.

Everyone needs to be aware of the risks from radon and the potential health consequences
if people are exposed to high radon concentrations. This is especially true in those areas desig-
nated as high radon areas where the risk of such exposure is greater. The RPII recommends
that every householder have homes tested for radon. The RPII, as well as a number of private
companies, offers a radon measurement service to householders, with the cost of this service
approximately €56. Members of the public can access information on radon on the RPII web-
site, www.rpii.ie, and publications and information leaflets about radon can be downloaded free
of charge. The RPII can also be contacted on freefone 1800 300 600.

A joint position statement on radon, Radon Gas in Ireland: Joint Position Statement by the
Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland and the Health Service Executive, issued to the
Ministers, Deputy Mary Harney and Deputy John Gormley, in April this year. This recom-
mends that the issue should be addressed on a number of fronts by a number of different
Departments and agencies working together to put an effective strategy in place.

Reducing radon health effects requires long-term commitment at local, national and global
levels. This can best be achieved by concentrating resources through an inter-agency approach
and the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government will continue to
work with other key stakeholders in this regard. The Department will continue to work closely
with the RPII, the HSE, local authorities and other interested agencies to raise public aware-
ness and promote radon testing and remediation works. A multi-agency approach to dealing
with radon is in line with international best practice, as recommended by the World Health
Organisation’s international radon project which was co-funded by the Irish Government. I
hope the information is helpful and I thank the Senator for raising the matter in the House.

Senator Paudie Coffey: I thank the Minister of State for the information and acknowledge-
ment that the Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland has given a position statement to
both the Minister for Health and Children, Deputy Harney, and the Minister for the Envir-
onment, Heritage and Local Government, Deputy Gormley. There is a need for an effective
strategy to deal with the problem.

In Sweden, local authorities have the responsibility of mapping radon levels and a duty to
enforce the mandatory reference levels. I am sure such a process could be introduced to Ireland.
In Finland, which has high radon levels and is in the same reference level as Ireland, there are
specific roles for each level of government, from ministers to the radiological protection agency,
local authorities and universities. There is a clear strategy in other European countries that
is managed nationally. Is it the Government’s intention to implement a similar strategy in
this country?

Deputy Seán Haughey: This can be considered further by both the Minister for Health and
Children, Deputy Harney, and the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Govern-
ment, Deputy Gormley. I will inform them of the Senator’s concern about the matter and
his proposal.
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Criminal Prosecutions

Senator Jerry Buttimer: I thank the Cathaoirleach for allowing me to raise this matter. I do
not approach this question in any racial or prejudicial manner but with the wish to create an
awareness of the issue for Members of this House and the public. There are people entering
our jurisdiction in Ireland who have a criminal record in other jurisdictions, either inside or
outside the EU. It is important for us to tackle this sensitive issue collectively.

A case has been brought to my attention of a non-national who was allowed to enter this
country, obtain a personal public service, PPS, number and employment, travel from Ireland
to another EU country, return to Ireland and travel to and from his home country before
eventually travelling to another European country where he was arrested on foot of an out-
standing warrant. I am concerned there is no inter-governmental co-operation or concentration
of resources to prevent, if that is the right word -I look forward to the reply in that respect —
people coming to this country who are either wanted for trial in other countries and have
skipped bail, who are on remand or who are awaiting a court appearance. It seems extraordi-
nary that either an EU or non-EU citizen can come to this country, obtain a PPS number and
employment while being wanted on a European arrest warrant. In the case I refer to it is an
EU country that is involved.

We must be serious about combating crime and working with other EU countries to protect
our own and other citizens. I will not put names on the record of the House but the case of
which I am of aware has potentially serious implications. I know a number of families, and one
in particular, which were traumatised and had their lives upset. There was a relationship
between the person wanted for a crime and a member of one family. It was almost as if lives
ended when the person was arrested.

What measures are in place to prevent people in respect of whom there are ongoing legal
proceedings travelling either from within or outside Europe to this country? What safeguards
can be given to citizens? It seems extraordinary that people with a criminal record and the
subject of an EU arrest warrant can come to this country. The bigger picture is that we must
protect our citizens, borders and territory from known criminals. I look forward to the reply.

I welcome an integrated Irish society where people from within and without Europe can live
and work. I have worked very closely with some of the groups in Cork which deal with asylum
seekers, refugees and other groups to bring about assimilation and unity in the community. In
this case a known criminal came to the country, obtained work but was arrested in another EU
country when he travelled there. It is not good enough in modern Ireland to have a breakdown
in communications that would allow our borders and communities to be infiltrated. That may
be too strong a word. Criminals and people with criminal records are coming to our jurisdiction
and the current position is not good enough. I look forward to the reply.

Deputy Seán Haughey: I am taking this matter on behalf of my colleague, the Minister for
Justice and Law Reform, Deputy Dermot Ahern. He welcomes the opportunity to outline the
measures in place to deal effectively with foreign nationals who have criminal records coming
to Ireland.

In terms of the law, the Immigration Act 2004 permits the immigration authorities to refuse
entry to the State. This includes the entry of “[A] non-national where the non-national has
been convicted (whether in the State or elsewhere) of an offence that may be punished under
the law of the place of conviction by imprisonment for a period of one year or by a more
severe penalty”. The Act also provides that a person can be refused entry on the grounds that
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“[T]he non-national’s entry into, or presence in, the State could pose a threat to national
security or be contrary to public policy”.

Overall, more than 25,000 non-nationals have been refused permission since the Act came
into force, although the majority of refusals would be for immigration related reasons rather
than criminality. Similarly, in the case of persons who require a visa before they can enter
Ireland, it is open to the authorities here to refuse such a visa to persons who may have previous
criminal convictions. Similar actions may arise where the person has a negative immigration
history.

No country can tackle this issue on its own and governments are increasingly dependent
upon each other for assistance in identifying those who may pose a threat. The Garda and
immigration authorities have close links with other services in the European Union and beyond.
Ireland is an active participant in Europol and Interpol and a network of formal and informal
contacts has been established for the exchange of information and other data to support the
policing activities in the State, including border policing.

Another key element in combating the movement of criminals across our borders is enhanced
border management. In view of the common travel area, Ireland and the United Kingdom have
long co-operated in such matters. Both countries are developing electronic border management
systems which will operate at the external borders of the common travel area. The Irish border
information system will operate on the basis of advance passenger information and will allow
for persons travelling to Ireland to be screened against Garda, immigration and other watch
lists in advance of their arrival. Work on this project has been advancing despite the very tight
fiscal environment in which we find ourselves.

In terms of EU nationals there are some additional factors to be considered. Freedom of
movement is a long established right of all European citizens and the powers I outlined are
somewhat constrained when it comes to a national of another member state of the European
Union or other beneficiaries of freedom of movement. Directive 2004/38/EC sets out the con-
ditions for European Union citizens and their family members, including those who are not
European citizens, for entry into and residence in the territory of another member state. The
provisions of the directive have been transposed into Irish law. Article 5 of the directive, in
particular, permits European Union citizens to enter the territory of another member state
with the minimum of formality.

Freedom of movement may be restricted on public policy, public security and public health
grounds and member states are free, as such, to determine the particular requirements of public
policy and public security for their own territory. Restrictive measures must be taken only on a
case-by-case basis where the personal conduct of the individual concerned represents a genuine,
present and serious threat affecting one of the fundamental interests of society in the host
member state.

It is important to stress that member states are prohibited from taking such actions solely on
the basis of a criminal history. A previous criminal conviction can be taken into account but
only in so far as the circumstances which gave rise to that conviction are evidence of personal
conduct which constitutes a present and serious threat to public policy in the host member state.

Once the authorities have established that the individual concerned represents a sufficient
threat to warrant restrictive measures, they must carry out a proportionality assessment. The
kinds of factors which they may take into account in such an assessment include the degree of
social danger, the nature of the offending activities, their frequency, damage caused and the
time elapsed since the behaviour in question.
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[Deputy Seán Haughey.]

Border control is about providing the appropriate balance between, on the one hand, facilit-
ating the millions of visitors essential to the economic and social life of the country and, on the
other, preventing from entering those who might seek to commit criminal acts or abuse the
laws of the State. It is a question of managing risk rather than eliminating it completely. The
Minister is satisfied we have an appropriate balance at the current time but the Garda and
immigration authorities remain ever vigilant to the threats of cross-border criminals and illegal
immigration. Where new responses are required, they will be forthcoming. If the Senator is
concerned about any specific cases the Minister would be grateful if he were to bring these to
his attention.

Senator Jerry Buttimer: I acknowledge the response of the Minister of State and, in part-
icular, the last line of his statement. I will revert to the family to which I referred in my
contribution. In the Minister of State’s reply, I welcome the fact that 25,000 non-nationals were
refused entry on the basis that they were a danger or a threat to society. I note from the reply
that it is a question of managing risk rather than eliminating it completely. I appreciate that.
Is a database available at the point of entry which shows information about person X or Y
who is awaiting trial, on remand or has a criminal record? Is an alert issued at the point
of entry?

Deputy Seán Haughey: I could not answer that question with absolute authority. Interpol
and Europol have dealt with that issue. Again, I can put the question to the line Minister.

The Seanad adjourned at 7.20 p.m. until 10.30 a.m. on Wednesday, 20 October 2010.
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