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Dé Máirt, 23 Deireadh Fómhair 2012

Tuesday, 23 October 2012

Chuaigh an Cathaoirleach i gceannas ar 14.30 p.m.

Machnamh agus Paidir.
Reflection and Prayer.

Business of Seanad

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I have 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 Social Protection to outline the progress in amending 
the Civil Registration Act 2004 to enable the Irish registration of deaths of those who die 
abroad.

  I have also received notice from Senator Tony Mulcahy of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Social Protection to outline the number of medical as-
sessors dealing with domiciliary care allowance applications and to clarify the necessary 
qualifications of these assessors.

  I have also received notice from Senator Mark Daly of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Finance to give an update on the transfer of Elizabeth Fort 
in Cork city to Cork City Council.

  I have also received notice from Senator John Whelan of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Finance, as the major stakeholder on behalf of the tax-
payer and State, to intervene and effect the postponement by AIB of its decision to close 
56 branches, such as in Portarlington, County Laois, and the measures AIB has put in place 
with An Post to address the security implications for many regional towns due to cash in 
transit and loss of night safe facilities for hundreds of local businesses.

  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 Business

Senator  Ivana Bacik: The Order of Business is No. 1, statements on junior certificate 
reform and the numeracy and literacy strategy, to be taken on the conclusion of the Order of 
Business, to conclude not later than 5.45 p.m., with the contributions of group spokespersons 
not to exceed eight minutes, those of other Senators not to exceed five minutes, and the Minister 
to be called to reply to the debate not later than 5.35 p.m.

23/10/2012C00100Senator  Darragh O’Brien: As the Deputy Leader will see from the agenda today and 
on Thursday, vast swathes of time are available to this House to do far more important things.  
There is one item after the Order of Business today and on Thursday.  Will the Deputy Leader 
follow up with the Whips office the position of this House in regard to scrutinising proposed EU 
legislation and statutory instruments from Ministers?  I put it to her that the expertise is in this 
House and many Members on both sides have raised this issue.  We are ready, willing and able 
to do so, and it should be done.  This is something on which we should insist in this session.  I 
would be grateful if the Deputy Leader followed up that point, as I intend to raise it again.

On four occasions, I have raised the need for a debate on perinatal care.  Before the sum-
mer recess, many of us attended an excellent presentation by families whose children died very 
soon after birth.  I received a commitment from the Leader that we would have a debate.  I do 
not want to see this move to the next session, so will the Deputy Leader ask when that debate 
will be scheduled?

This question relates to mortgage resolution measures about which I have asked over the 
past number of weeks.  The banks were supposed to submit plans on mortgage resolution mea-
sures to the Central Bank by 30 September.  We have heard nothing since.  Will the Deputy 
Leader confirm that has actually happened?  Does the Department of Finance know what is in 
them?  When will those potential mortgage resolution measures be made public?

Finally and most importantly, may I ask if the Deputy Leader raised with the Minister for 
Health the issue of home help and home care package cuts?  We discussed this at length in the 
House last week.  I tabled an amendment to the Order of Business which, unfortunately, was de-
feated by the Government side.  The Minister for Health and not the HSE is directly in charge.  
Some 450,000 hours will be taken out of the system between now and Christmas on top of 
500,000 hours which were cut earlier this year.  We need the Minister for Health and Children to 
come to the House to explain the situation.  Is he telling us the HSE is honestly going to assess 
11 million hours between now and Christmas to see who can do without the hours?

I am certain all of us are receiving calls, letters and e-mails from constituents that their home 
care packages and home help hours are being cut arbitrarily.  The family of a blind 88 year old 
man in Swords contacted me last week.  He has had his home help hours reduced by three hours 
and he was advised of this by a letter from Fingal home care.  There was no discussion or no 
review.  

What is happening in this area?  Are we protecting the front line service and the most vul-
nerable in our society - the elderly, the infirm and people with disabilities?  Has the Deputy 
Leader lobbied the Minster for Health on this matter?  Will she arrange time next week for this 
issue to be debated openly and honestly with the Minister for Health?  If we do not do that, we 
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are doing the public a grave disservice.

Senator  Deirdre Clune: I would like to refer to the very positive independent report pub-
lished yesterday by Indecon on the JobBridge scheme which gave internships to young people, 
graduates and non-graduates.  The report showed a successful outcome in that 52% of those 
who finished the JobBridge scheme are currently in paid employment, which is very encourag-
ing.  Some 89% of the interns felt the JobBridge scheme had given them new skills, encouraged 
them, had given them confidence and had assisted them in identifying job opportunities to suit 
their abilities.  The Minister for Social Protection launched the report yesterday and what was 
encouraging was that it was an independent evaluation of the JobBridge scheme, which was 
criticised in some quarters.  I always thought it was a very positive scheme and the results of 
that independent report bear that out.

There were reports in the media over the weekend about illegal substances being bought on 
the Internet.  I refer, in particular, to diet pills and products previously available in head shops, 
which were banned in 2010.  We now find those products are being bought on the Internet and 
are being distributed by An Post.  There was a sad story of an 18 year old girl who bought illegal 
diet pills online and who had to have her colon removed, having developed a life threatening 
illness after taking them.  It is a serious issue, which is probably a customs issue.  The products 
are being brought in and then distributed by An Post with no questions asked.  From a public 
health policy point of view, this matter should be addressed.  I acknowledge this is difficult to 
control but measures must be introduced to ensure such products do not get into the hands of 
the wrong people.  They are illegal because they are dangerous.

Senator  John Whelan: I pay tribute to two outstanding and courageous journalists - Paul 
Kimmage and David Walsh.  They deserve all our thanks and full credit for the courage, convic-
tion and perseverance they showed over a decade to expose the outrageous cheating, drug abuse 
and doping that occurred on the Tour de France.  They have been vindicated, although Mr. Kim-
mage stands exposed to being sued, which is a scandal.  Unfortunately, Lance Armstrong, who 
was a hero and inspiration to us all and a role model we hoped we could look up to, presided 
over a decade of disgrace and drug taking on the Tour de France.  It seems that throughout that 
decade more drugs were available on the Tour de France than at Woodstock in 1969.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Has the Deputy a question for the Deputy Leader?

Senator  John Whelan: My question pertains to media control and ownership because 
without a strong, independent and robust media, these situations would never be challenged or 
exposed.  A documentary on RTE last night dealt with the question of the future of television.  
Will programmes only be made on the basis of who can sponsor or pay for them?  Will it be 
a case of he who pays the piper calls the tune?  That would be dangerous.  I am concerned by 
what is not printed as opposed to what is, and what is prevented from getting into print should 
concern us all.  The mighty BBC has again been brought into disrepute this week because of 
what it failed to publish regarding the Jimmy Savile saga.  We have been talking about legisla-
tion in this area for the past two years.  The Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural 
Resources has indicated over and over again that the responsibility for media ownership and 
control will be transferred to his Department from the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and In-
novation and the question of media diversity, control and ownership will be addressed in legis-
lation.  When can we expect to see this?

Senator  Rónán Mullen: I again call for a debate on perinatal care.  There was a great deal 
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of support on the day the One More Day families presented to Members of both Houses.  The 
response from the Seanad Members was wholehearted.  Arising from that, the Leader said there 
would be a debate.  I would also like a debate on this important topic for which there is a great 
deal of support.

As somebody who has signalled support for the children’s referendum, I find the constant 
tones of negativity regarding the McKenna judgment emanating from politicians on different 
sides of the House, although mainly from the Government, disturbing.  We should have a debate 
on the merits of the judgment.  The decision of the Supreme Court in 1995 said that taxpayers’ 
money could not be used to promote one side in a referendum and that is a sound principle.  I 
am not worried very much that this might create a challenge for broadcasters or politicians.  If 
we are going to amend our Constitution, the proposal needs to be tested in full and journalists, 
if they do their job, will be able to ask hard, forensic questions of the proponents of a “Yes” or 
“No” vote.  The principle that taxpayers’ money should not be abused by one side or another is 
important and that applies regardless of whether there is apparent 90% support for a proposal.  
In that regard, credit is due to The Irish Times journalist for realising it was not appropriate for 
the services of the Oireachtas to be made available to advocate for one side or another or to as-
sist others in so doing, and to the Oireachtas communications unit for its quick decision.  The 
Minister for Justice and Equality is quite wrong when he talks about an undermining of the 
doctrine of separation of powers.  He says it was a nonsense that committee members felt they 
could only gather as individuals.  The members of the committee can gather.  They just cannot 
use publicly funded resources, apart from their own salaries, to advocate for one side or the 
other.  It is a very healthy principle but this matter undermines the trust people have in politi-
cians when they see evidence of politicians seeking to undermine a principle of fairness.  Politi-
cians must show discipline in this issue and get out and campaign for what they believe in using 
their individual resources and party funds.  They should stop trying to leech off public funds to 
advocate for the proposal.  They have done their job in bringing the proposals to the people and 
now the people should be let decide without fear or favour.  It is an interference in the separa-
tion of powers, as the Minister for Justice and Equality suggested, that the judgment might be 
revisited in the courts at a future date.  If that is a nod from the Executive to the Judiciary on 
what it would like to see happening in the future, it would be better that the nod was not made.

An important event is the online survey of parents in selected areas in order that they can 
give their views on their preferred choice of school patronage.  It is an important exercise in 
consultation.  It should have been a paper-based consultation because there is something exclu-
sive about doing it online.  None the less, important information will be gleaned.  We should 
also welcome the ESRI study on diversity.  It shows that while Educate Together schools do 
very well on inclusion of international students, Catholic schools also do very well, and better 
than other schools, in terms of social class inclusion, such as Traveller children and other cat-
egories.  Congratulations are due all round to different categories of schools representing and 
championing diversity in society.

Senator  Jim D’Arcy: Much has been said and written in recent days about the news that 
the process of change in the patronage of schools at primary level is under way, with parents in 
Arklow, Tramore, Castlebar, Trim and Whitehall – I did not mention anywhere in my constitu-
ency-----

Senator  Marc MacSharry: Yet�

Senator  Jim D’Arcy: -----being asked what patron they would like to see running the local 
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primary school.  The responses of parents will be used to decide the changes to be made.  One 
newspaper had a headline that parents are to vote as the church’s grip on schools weakens.  I 
do not see it as a weakening of church patronage of schools but as a matter of choice in pri-
mary education.  I am strongly of the opinion that faith schools will continue to play a major 
role in the provision of primary education.  The Minister for Education and Skills is coming to 
the Chamber today.  As the process is ongoing, perhaps we could have an update on how the 
Minister feels the process is going.  I congratulate the faith schools and the churches that have 
bought into this process.  If the school hands over a building in one of these towns, it will not 
cease to operate but will amalgamate with another school in the locality and the building will 
be free for the schools to use.

I read a review by Geraldine Kennedy of Mary O’Rourke’s new book and I see a full chapter 
of the book is devoted to Senator Terry Leyden.  I am looking forward to that bedtime reading.

23/10/2012E00500A Senator: Her hero.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator D’Arcy is ultra vires�

Senator  David Norris: In the interest of balance, could Senator D’Arcy advertise my book 
while he is at it?  It is far better written.  The Senator is not mentioned in it.

Senator  Kathryn Reilly: Last year I raised the issue of food labelling and the agrifood 
sector.  Today, I was saddened to learn of the loss of 90 jobs in a poultry plant in County Cavan.  
The business credited its loss making to feed price rises, increasing energy costs, poor market 
prices and low quality imports.  The Irish Farmers Association has expressed serious concerns 
about the future viability of the poultry sector and fears that it will be wiped out if its issues are 
not addressed.  Given the importance of the agrifood sector to the economy and its status as 
an indigenous industry, will the Leader arrange for the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine, Deputy Coveney, or the Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy Bruton, 
to attend the House to debate the industry and job creation and retention therein?  I am referring 
to the wider agrifood sector as well as the specialised poultry industry.

Co-operative Poultry Products Limited in Cootehill, County Cavan, was in operation for 
more than 60 years and has now closed its doors.  It is sad that we are losing indigenous compa-
nies and jobs, particularly given the fact that they are speckled across the State’s rural and urban 
areas.  We need to debate the issue of food processing in terms of Harvest 2020, job retention 
or imports.  Will the Leader arrange for such a debate?

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: I will spare a thought for the weekend’s road fatalities 
and the affected families, but most especially for the two Gilmore infants who were tragically 
killed in Tuam, County Galway.

We must compliment the Road Safety Authority on its work.  It is coincidental that this 
weekend will see a road safety festival in Oranmore, where there will be a Guinness Book of 
Records attempt for the most people wearing high-visibility vests.  We are hoping to exceed 
5,000.  Road safety is important.  I thank Mr. Noel Brett and the RSA, which will bring simula-
tors to show how easily cars can turn over, the effect of alcohol on driving, etc.  The festival 
will be an eye opener, as the consequences of accidents can be gruesome.  I thank the Leas-
Chathaoirleach for the opportunity to raise this issue.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Has the Senator a question?  Her time has almost concluded.
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Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Although there is much more work to be done, it is great 
news that Ireland’s legacy debts have been deemed a special case by Germany and France.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: Fan go bhfeicimid.

Senator  Terry Leyden: Show us the money.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Of course we are a special case.

Senator  David Norris: We are a basket case.

23/10/2012F00900A Senator: Senator Norris is right.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: We saved the entire European banking system, particu-
larly as we took on-----

(Interruptions).

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: I would expect the other side to ride the storm together.  
We are in this together, for God’s sake.

(Interruptions).

23/10/2012F01400A Senator: Do not be giving us any of that false nonsense.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Do you know what it means for our country?

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: We do indeed.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator Healy Eames should address her comments through the 
Chair, please.  Her time is up.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Every citizen of Ireland is hurting because of this legacy 
debt.

Senator  David Cullinane: Which the Senator’s party leader stated we should repay in full.

Senator  Terry Leyden: We should send Senator Healy Eames to negotiate.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: The Taoiseach, the Tánaiste and the Minister for Finance, 
Deputy Noonan, should press on and secure a deal before we take over the European Presi-
dency.  I say this for a reason.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator’s time has concluded.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: I realise that, but I wish to speak one sentence.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I must call Senator Leyden.

23/10/2012F02500Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: If we do not secure the deal before we take over the Eu-
ropean Presidency, we will be seen to be selfish and to make it about us.
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An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator is not entitled to make a statement.  She has made 
her point.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Each time a foreign Minister comes to Ireland, it will be 
seen to be about our debt.  Securing the deal before we take over the European Presidency will 
achieve much for Germany, Ireland and Europe.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Statements are not allowed on the Order of Business.

Senator  Terry Leyden: Senator Healy Eames should visit Chancellor Merkel.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator Leyden has one minute and should not start a confronta-
tion�

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: There are no flies on Chancellor Merkel.

Senator  Terry Leyden: The Senator would frighten the life out of her.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Does Senator Leyden have a question?

Senator  Terry Leyden: The Chancellor would give in straight away.  The Leas-Chathao-
irleach should not be too severe with me.  I have had bad experiences over the years.  They are 
mentioned in the book.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The clock is ticking.

Senator  Terry Leyden: I thank Senator Jim D’Arcy for his kind words.  Mrs. Mary 
O’Rourke’s autobiography is entitled Just Mary�

3 o’clock

In the book she mentioned the Seanad and the esteemed Clerk and Clerk Assistant, noting 
their professionalism, which is much recognised.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: It is not appropriate for us to discuss Mary O’Rourke’s book.

Senator  Terry Leyden: It has been mentioned.  The Leas-Chathaoirleach allowed Senator 
D’Arcy-----

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I warned the Senator at the beginning not to become involved in 
confrontation.  He has 20 seconds left.

Senator  Terry Leyden: The section in question is devoted to Charles J. Haughey.  It refers 
to a Christmas visit to Abbeville.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: If Senators wish to do so, they can read the book.  It is not ap-
propriate to discuss it now.

Senator  Terry Leyden: Is the Leas-Chathaoirleach recommending it?

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I have not seen it.  The Senator has 20 seconds left.  Has he any 
matter to raise besides these frivolities?

Senator  Terry Leyden: I had no intention of raising that matter at all.
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An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator has wasted one minute and 15 seconds.

Senator  Terry Leyden: The day is long.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: It is not.  The Senator’s time is limited.

Senator  Terry Leyden: I ask that we request the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, Deputy Gilmore, to come to brief the House on the Syrian issue and, by extension, 
the Lebanon issue.  It is a tragic position in the Middle East and the House would appreciate a 
briefing in that regard.

I seek the Leas-Chathaoirleach’s indulgence as he would feel it appropriate-----

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I have not said anything yet.

Senator  Terry Leyden: On behalf of the House I note that the former ambassador to Ire-
land of the Palestinian state, Dr. Ali Ahmed Halimeh, died on 16 September 2012.  He was an 
excellent ambassador to this country, serving from 2001 to 2005.  With his support I established 
the Friends of Palestine group in the Oireachtas.  He served his country well and was also an 
ambassador to South Africa following his time in Ireland.  We should extend our sympathies to 
his wife Imman, his daughter Noura and his son Ahmed.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I have been very indulgent.

Senator  Terry Leyden: Yes, but it is an important matter.  I appreciate the Leas-Chathao-
irleach’s indulgence.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: It is also a special case.

Senator  Michael Mullins: I join Senator Healy Eames in giving our thoughts and sym-
pathies to the Gilmore family in Tuam, especially John and Michelle on the tragic death of 
their daughters Kate and Grace.  They died in a freak accident, as Members will have read in 
the papers, which has devastated a community and family.  The father of the children was out 
for a leisurely Sunday afternoon stroll when the family’s lives were turned upside down.  Our 
thoughts are with them and also with the driver of the car-----

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator should be careful as the matter is still a live issue.

Senator  Michael Mullins: -----who appears to have become unwell at the wheel.  It was a 
particularly sad week for many families because of a loss of life on the road over the weekend.  
As we head to winter time and darker evenings, not to mention the bank holiday weekend, the 
message must go out from this House that everyone should be more vigilant on the roads.  We 
must check our tyres and lights and support the activities of the Road Safety Authority.  As we 
approach the festive season the issue of drink-driving is another matter.  We must also consider 
speeding up the introduction of roadside drug testing for drivers at the scene of accidents.  Last 
week I called on the relevant Minister to come to the House to discuss that matter.  It is intended 
to introduce that facility next year and all of us in the House would like to see it available at an 
earlier date�

I support some of the compliments paid to our Taoiseach for the display of his diplomatic 
skill over the weekend and ensuring the communiqué of 29 June, indicating how Ireland is to 
be treated as a special case, is back on track.  We now have the support of the German Chan-
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cellor and French President and we can make very significant progress in the interests of the 
country.  I am a little saddened that many politicians and people in the media would like to see 
our Taoiseach fail.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: We do not want to see him fail.

Senator  Michael Mullins: This is a time for national unity, with everyone pulling together 
in the interest of Ireland.  I look forward to us making very significant progress in the months 
ahead in resolving our mountain of debt.

Senator  Mary Moran: I, too, would like to extend my sympathies to the families of all 
those who tragically lost their lives on the roads last weekend.

I warmly welcome the news at the weekend of the complete exoneration of the parish priest 
in my parish of Blackrock, County Louth.  Fr. Oliver Brennan’s name was completely exoner-
ated-----

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: That is not appropriate or relevant.  A lot of issues are being 
raised today and one must be very careful about naming people.  The issues must be appropriate 
to the Order of Business.

Senator  Mary Moran: This issue was raised by-----

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: It is not appropriate to the Order of Business.

Senator  Mary Moran: I would just like to say that I welcome the news.

I agree with Senator Darragh O’Brien in that I, too, would like the Minister for Health to 
come to the House to discuss several health issues which are very pertinent and need to be dis-
cussed at the first possible opportunity.  Last night, I attended a meeting run by Patient Focus in 
regard to the women who were excluded from the original Neary redress scheme.  The Minister 
for Health promised these 35 women that he would publish the results of an immediate review.  
Almost eight months have gone by and we still have no word.  I raised the issue on the Adjourn-
ment but I call on the Minister again to come to the House to answer some questions.

Senator  David Norris: I deplore the fact that a group of duly elected Members of the 
Oireachtas were inhibited from making their position on the children’s referendum clear.  I am 
not convinced by the argument that, as my colleague, Senator Mullen, said, they were leeching 
off taxpayers’ money.  I am not sure what taxpayers’ money was involved in holding an event 
in Merrion Square.  That seems to be a very wide interpretation of the law.  Perhaps it was a 
telephone call.  I would also welcome the fact that if there are Members of the Oireachtas who 
have a conscientious difficulty with this referendum, they too should have the same facilities.  
It is extremely important this matter is debated.  Will the Deputy Leader pass on to the Minister 
for Children and Youth Affairs, Deputy Fitzgerald, my strong support and say that I, and I am 
sure a lot of other people, would be happy to join in a larger telephone call?  It would not just be 
a committee but it would be all Members of the Oireachtas who support this.  It is a judgment 
call.

As somebody who has been involved and interested in this area, particularly through the 
guardian ad litem system and so on, the Roscommon incest case, for example, was vitiated by 
the absence of a strong constitutional provision to protect the rights of a child.  It is vital that 
we have a strong turnout.  The worst possible thing would be if there was a low turnout and the 
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result, whichever way it goes, was questioned.

I addressed a meeting this morning in the National College of Ireland near the Irish Finan-
cial Services Centre and this was one of the issues which came up.  Questions were raised but, 
on balance, people felt this was a very important issue.  The institutions need to be properly 
financed in that very small number of cases where children are taken into the care of the State.  
We have to ensure the care of the State is appropriate and better but, tragically, there is a tiny 
number of cases where the family is not the best place.  

Let us have a discussion and publicity and let us not inhibit discussion on this matter.  As I 
said, I am sure many of my colleagues would take the advantage of this apparent setback.  Get 
out into Merrion Square, St. Stephen’s Green or Parnell Square and let us all show the flag and 
appeal to our friends, family and constituents to come out with a resounding answer, whichever 
it is, in favour of the children of this country.

Senator  Colm Burke: I agree with Senator Norris.  I do not think it is an abuse of posi-
tion for a photograph to be taken of Oireachtas Members in support of this referendum.  All 
Oireachtas Members should be showing leadership on this very important issue.  It affects a 
very small number of people but we are trying to effect an important change to the Constitution 
and it is important the maximum number of people vote “Yes” on 10 November.  The Minister 
for Health has been frustrated on the issue of the new children’s hospital for the past six months 
and I understand that a decision will be made in the next two weeks.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: Is the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade not 
making that decision now?

23/10/2012J00300Senator  Colm Burke: It is important that once the decision is taken, every step is put in 
place immediately to expedite the planning process and the development and completion of the 
project.  It is important that the Minister comes to the House at the earliest date once a decision 
is taken to set out how his Department proposes to deal with expediting the construction and 
development of the project because it is vital for the children of this country and it is vital that 
it is dealt with as soon as possible.

Senator  Marc MacSharry: I welcome the fact that the German statement last weekend 
had positive implications from an Irish perspective but the game changer predicted last June 
has not materialised.  The celebratory tone and action of the past number of days has not been 
reasonable in the context of considering our position on this issue.  The Taoiseach and his Min-
isters need to go to their counterparts in Brussels and come back with a deal because it is not 
good enough to expect people in mortgage arrears, those who are contemplating cuts to their 
home help hours and those who are contemplating how long they will have to wait for a medical 
procedure to go there and say, “We’re special”.  “We’re special” does not pay the bills, reduce 
the debt or give any cognisance to the fact that the people of Ireland fronted up and saved the 
euro.  The German Government needs to be told in no uncertain terms-----

23/10/2012J00500An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Has the Senator a question for the Acting Leader?

Senator  Marc MacSharry: The Taoiseach might take time out of his busy schedule to 
come to the House to tell us what are his plans to tackle this issue because rhetoric is all we have 
had over the past number of months.  A statement by the German, Finnish and Dutch finance 
Ministers cast doubt on the so-called game changer of last June and then we had an announce-
ment at the weekend that we are special.  To say that “We’re special” does not pay the bills.
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Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: It is an acknowledgement.

Senator  Marc MacSharry: To say that “We’re special” will do nothing for the mortgage 
issues in this country.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Nothing starts without first acknowledging the problem.

Senator  Marc MacSharry: To say that “We’re special” will not prevent anybody from 
having their home help hours cut.  They are the realities.  To say that “We’re special” does not 
cut the mustard, it is not good enough.  Government Members can take their celebratory tone 
back to the Taoiseach and tell him the people of Ireland will no longer put up with this rhetoric.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: There is no celebratory tone.  This is about solving a 
problem.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: By interrupting, Senator Healy Eames is prolonging Senator 
MacSharry’s contribution.

Senator  Marc MacSharry: We want to see some action, finally.  Other Senators can shout 
at me as long as they want but because I am here longer than them, I can stand longer than them 
and I can shout louder than them.  To say that  “We’re special” does not cut it any more.  Let 
us see some real action rather than this week-on-week rhetoric from the Taoiseach and others.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: The jealousy is unreal.  I am disappointed.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: By interrupting, Senator MacSharry, Senator Healy Eames gave 
him another minute.

Senator  Marie Moloney: I support Senator Darragh O’Brien’s call for a debate on the cuts 
to home help services.  We have made representations on this matter.  As well as debating the 
issue of cutting the hours of care given to vulnerable people, we should debate the effect on the 
home help workers.  They are the only HSE workers who are not being given their contracted 
hours.  Their livelihood is being cut to ribbons and this should be debated.  The acting Leader 
will say the Minister will come to the House on a certain date but when he or she attends it is 
usually to take a Bill or to address a specific issue and we cannot raise the issues we need to 
raise.  I call for statements with the Minister for Health during which we can raise a number of 
issues about which we have concerns.  In particular, I would like to raise the issue of the HSE 
rule to have paramedics and ambulance drivers working 12-hour shifts following which they 
must remain on call for another 12 hours.  We had evidence of how dangerous that is when an 
ambulance driver fell asleep at the wheel in Castletownbere recently having worked continu-
ously for 22 hours.  In Castletownbere, a week ago or so, an ambulance driver fell asleep at the 
wheel after having worked continuously for 22 hours.  It is not good enough and people cannot 
work that long.  I would like the Minister to address the issue.

23/10/2012K00200Senator  Catherine Noone: I refer to comments on the McKenna judgment.  While I agree 
the principle of fairness established in that judgment should be adhered to, that it is stifling de-
bate is of concern.  There are no two ways about it.  Everyone feels relaxed about the potential 
result of the referendum because there is much support for it but it is important the matter is 
discussed and debated on the national airwaves and in the media.  The relevant point is that the 
McKenna judgment is the purported reason debate is not occurring.  No one is trying to use 
the McKenna judgment to suggest taxpayers’ money should be used to advocate the “Yes” side 
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more so than the “No” side but the McKenna judgment warrants discussion in the House.  In 
this instance, because the referendum has so much support, the judgment is stifling debate.

There was hysteria regarding matters in Europe over the weekend and if matters had not 
been clarified in recent hours, Opposition Members would be the first on their feet to tell us how 
bad things are and how desperate it is that certain statements were made by the Chancellor of 
Germany.  These negotiations are ongoing and nothing has been decided.  Work is being done 
on the issue in Europe in a serious way and we need national unity on the matter.  The game 
playing over the weekend highlights the fact that certain people in the media-----

Senator  Marc MacSharry: Does the Senator have a question?

Senator  Catherine Noone: The Senator can speak for himself.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator should conclude without interruption.

Senator  Catherine Noone: I was just about to conclude, which proves the point of the 
Leas-Cathaoirleach.  National unity is required, no one is coming in here to celebrate anything, 
nothing has been decided and matters are very much on the table.  The more support we have 
from around the House, the better.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: Senator Noone has our support.

Senator  David Cullinane: I refer to the most important issue facing the country, namely, 
the unsustainable levels of debt.  Much has been made about the joint communiqué issued by 
the Taoiseach and Chancellor Merkel in which she describes Ireland as a special case.  What 
constitutes Ireland being a special case?  The reason we are so described is because billions of 
euro of taxpayers’ money has been put into toxic banks.  I am disappointed there is still fudge.  
We are 20 months on from the general election and we are no closer to a deal, despite the joint 
communiqué.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: We are closer.

Senator  David Cullinane: Nowhere in the communiqué does it say it will deal with legacy 
debts.  Having photographs of the kissing cousins, the Taoiseach and the Chancellor, will not 
bring about any deal.  I want to hear from the lips of Chancellor Merkel that the deal will in-
volve dealing with legacy debts of this country.  Unless it is said clearly and explicitly, we have 
no deal�

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: It is a start�

Senator  David Cullinane: We all want to see a deal for the people of this country but 20 
months have passed since the general election.  Mention has been made of game playing.  The 
Taoiseach and the Tánaiste hyped up the deal done last year and oversold it as a game changer, 
which it was not.  They want us to go along with the pathetic attempt to talk up a deal, which 
is not in place, and to support them when we do not have a deal.  That is the politics and game 
playing being played out in Europe, where they get the Chancellor to issue a communiqué that 
says nothing other than that Ireland is a special case.  We want a deal and we want clear, unam-
biguous words that say simply that Ireland’s legacy debt will be dealt with.  We want to hear 
that from Chancellor Merkel.  What we need are not communiques and photographs of people 
kissing each other, but a deal that separates the sovereign debt from the banking debt.  I doubt 
that the people of Ireland will put up with less than that.  All we are getting at present is more 
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fudge and nonsense from the Government.

Senator  Lorraine Higgins: Unlike Senator MacSharry and as a single woman, I would be 
delighted to have anybody call me special at the moment.

Senator  Marc MacSharry: Take it as read�

Senator  Lorraine Higgins: I fully support ensuring that each of my constituents has access 
to the workforce and that boundaries and barriers to work are eliminated by the Government.  
However, to achieve anything of significance in this regard, we must rectify the delay in appli-
cants receiving Garda clearance.  While I acknowledge and understand that An Garda Síochána 
is providing a great service in ensuring there is a process of quality control, it is of the utmost 
importance that nothing comes between those who want to work and work itself.  The fact that 
people are waiting months to get their clearance is a major barrier to entry into the workforce.

In my home town of Athenry at present, there are 63 students studying child care, health 
care, nursing and social studies in a post-leaving certificate, PLC, course in Athenry vocational 
school.  These students were expected to undertake work experience a number of weeks ago 
as part of their course, but I have learned they cannot do so because they have yet to receive 
Garda clearance.  This means they are being delayed significantly in completing their course 
and subsequently entering the marketplace to seek work.

This is a terrible indictment of the processes in Ireland and serves only to deter and discour-
age people from entering the workforce.  We must be mindful that these students are 18 or 19 
years of age and are the people we need to help us rebuild Ireland.  They have stayed here and 
have not emigrated.  They want to get work in the local economy.  In a town where there are 
more than 30 commercial units lying empty, any verve and enthusiasm must be welcome.  I 
am requesting, in the national interest, that the Minister for Justice and Equality, Deputy Alan 
Shatter, come to the House to outline what steps he is willing to take to ensure that these delays 
will be abated, if not extinguished.

Senator  Diarmuid Wilson: On 10 July last, in reply to a question in the House from my 
colleague, Senator Darragh O’Brien, the Taoiseach admitted for the first time that the Fianna 
Fáil-led Government had no option but to enter into the bank guarantee scheme.  I am glad the 
Taoiseach repeated that on television yesterday.  It should be put on the record that the question 
was first raised in this House by Senator Darragh O’Brien.

I join Senator Clune in welcoming the independent report on the JobBridge programme.  I 
have first hand experience of the programme and it is working.  I wish it continued success.

I also join colleagues in sounding a word of caution about the amount of drugs being sold 
over the Internet and arriving in this country via our postal service.  I and other colleagues in 
the Seanad such as Senator Healy Eames, Senator Norris, former Senator Joe O’Toole and 
colleagues in the Lower House, worked hard to ensure that legislation was introduced on an 
emergency basis to close the head shops.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: That is correct.

Senator  Diarmuid Wilson: The drugs that were sold in those head shops are now being 
sold from the backs of cars and in side streets.  The local Garda drugs units do not have the 
funding to go after these individuals who, despite the legislation, continue to make money and 
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cause serious illness for a large number of people throughout the country.  I again call for a de-
bate on the funding provided to the Department of Justice and Equality for the local drugs units 
and ask that the newly-appointed Minister of State with responsibility for the drugs strategy, 
Deputy Alex White, be invited to the House to discuss it.  It is an important issue that must be 
pursued.

I join my colleague, Senator Reilly, in calling for the Minister for Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine to be invited to the House to discuss the future of the poultry industry in light of 
the news 90 workers in Cootehill, County Cavan, received today.  The Co-operative Poultry 
Products factory in Cootehill has gone into receivership.  I am aware negotiations are under way 
to try to save as many jobs as possible.  I also ask the Deputy Leader to invite the Minister for 
Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy Richard Bruton, to the House as a matter of urgency.  
Almost two weeks ago to the day, Olhausen meat producers closed two of its factories in Dublin 
and one in Lough Egish, County Monaghan, with the loss of 30 jobs at the County Monaghan 
factory and a further potential 90 jobs at risk.  I call on the Leader to invite the Minister to this 
House as a matter of urgency to debate this issue.

Senator  Martin Conway: I, too, offer my sympathies to the families bereaved at the week-
end.  It is always good to have discussion and discourse on road safety issues.  One death is one 
too many.

I wish to reignite a discussion which took place here last year, namely, whether the clock 
should go back one hour this weekend.  There is considerable research which shows that there 
are fewer accidents in the morning than in the evening, that people are more alert in the morning 
than in the evening and that there are far more pedestrians about in the evening time than in the 
morning.  Therefore, I call on the Leader to update the House on what progress is being made 
by the Minister for Foreign Affairs on this issue at international level.  Perhaps we could make 
some headway on this issue during Ireland’s Presidency of the EU during the first six months 
of next year.  I accept there is a need for international agreement in this regard.  However, road 
safety issues are paramount.  I believe lives would be saved if this simple action were taken.

I commend the Taoiseach and Minister for Finance on their efforts in what is a diplomatic 
war abroad to ensure that legacy debt is dealt with.  It must be remembered that we have a popu-
lation of only 3 million people.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: Senator Conway needs to catch up.  We have a population of 
more than 3 million people.

Senator  Martin Conway: We cannot allow a situation whereby the tail wags the dog.  In 
fairness to the Taoiseach and Ministers for Finance and Foreign Affairs and Trade, they have re-
stored our reputation in Europe.  We will now get a deal on bank debt because we are respected 
abroad, in particular in Europe.  It speaks volumes that Chancellor Merkel was on the telephone 
with the Taoiseach for half an hour on Sunday evening and that President Hollande met the 
Taoiseach in the Elysee Palace yesterday.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: That was a previously arranged meeting.

Senator  Martin Conway: That spokes volumes.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator Conway’s time has expired.
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Senator  Martin Conway: The Taoiseach is choreographing this properly and correctly.  
We will get a deal on bank debt, in spite of the misgivings some may have in that regard.

Senator  Darragh O’Brien: I am convinced now that Senator Conway has said it that we 
will get a deal.  I can sleep well.  We need Senator Conway in Europe.

An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I call the Deputy Leader to respond, please.

Senator  Ivana Bacik: Senator O’Brien raised a number of issues, as did a number of other 
Senators.  Senator O’Brien first asked about the Seanad taking on the role of scrutiny of EU 
legislation.  I am told the Leader obtained a reply on this matter, which has been previously 
raised in this House, from the Ceann Comhairle.  The issue will be discussed at the group lead-
ers meeting tomorrow at 10 a.m.

Senator O’Brien also called again today for a debate on perinatal care.  The Leader has fol-
lowed up on that matter.  While I do not have a date for such debate, I understand the Leader 
has already committed on the Order of Business to providing time for it.

On mortgage resolution measures, Second Stage of the Personal Insolvency Bill 2012 will 
be taken on 21 November next.  This legislation is part of the Government’s response to the 
critical issue of mortgage arrears, which we are all agreed is one of the biggest challenges 
facing Ireland.  The Government has outlined a five-part response to this issue, part of which 
is rebalancing personal insolvency legislation to strike a fairer balance between debtors and 
creditors.  Another part is challenging the banks to live up to their responsibilities, which is the 
issue specifically raised by the Senator.  I understand that lenders have submitted to the Central 
Bank the options they propose to address the problem of distressed mortgages.  These include 
split mortgages, trade-down mortgages, restructuring of mortgage payments and forbearance.  
These options will be rolled out in a measured way so as to ensure the banks have sufficient 
operational capacity to implement them.  It is an ongoing process.  

Senator O’Brien also raised the issue of home helps.  I have raised this issue with Labour 
Party Ministers and have asked them to pass on my concerns directly.  As stated by Senator 
Moloney, many of us have asked that action be taken to address the issue of home helps.  The 
Government has made clear its commitment to supporting older people to live in dignity and 
independence in their own homes and communities for as long as possible.  Approximately 
€320 million has been invested in home help and home care packages this year.  As the Senator 
is aware, regular reviews take place on a case-by-case basis.  The Government has committed 
that no current recipient with an assessed need will be left without a service and the HSE has 
committed to continuing its partnership approach with non-profit and private companies to 
operate home care packages and ensure services meet the preferred wishes of many vulnerable 
older people.  We recognise this also reduces pressures elsewhere in the wider care system.  We 
are following up on it.

Senator Clune raised the JobBridge review launched by the Minister for Jobs, Enterprise 
and Innovation, Deputy Burton, which is an independent evaluation.  I share the Senator’s wel-
come for the very positive outcomes of the JobBridge programme, of which many of us have 
direct experience.  It is very welcome.  Senator Clune also raised the issue of illegal substances 
sold over the Internet.  We might have a debate on this.  It is a very serious issue.  Other col-
leagues raised the fact that we debated this at length in the House when discussing the head 
shop legislation, but it is clear it needs to be reviewed.
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Senator Whelan spoke about the two very brave journalists, Paul Kimmage and David 
Walsh, who exposed the extent of doping in cycling and faced various repercussions for this.  
We all agree with the Senator in commending them and on the need for robust media.  He raised 
the legislation on media ownership which has been promised.  I checked on this and I am told 
it is unlikely it will be introduced in this session due to the volume of other legislation on the 
priority list.  It is something for which we need to keep pressing.

Senator Mullen raised the issue of perinatal care to which I have already responded.  He 
asked for a debate on the McKenna judgment in the context of the children’s rights referendum.  
It would be good to have a debate on this.  Other colleagues raised it also.  Perhaps after the ref-
erendum we could discuss it.  It is noteworthy the Oireachtas communications unit responded 
very quickly to concerns raised about staff support for a photocall, which I understand was the 
issue.  It was not a question of the involvement of Oireachtas Members, as we are all entitled 
to take part in photocalls.  The idea by Senator Norris to have a bigger photocall was excellent.  
The issue was about staff support.

Senator Mullen also raised the issue of the survey for transformation of patronage and Sena-
tor Jim D’Arcy also referred to this.  I commend the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy 
Quinn, for rolling out this initiative on transformation of patronage.  Let us not forget it was an 
initiative begun by Archbishop Diarmuid Martin in recognising explicitly the fact that having 
93% of primary schools in Catholic ownership and control no longer reflects the reality of a 
changing population.  The last census showed 84% of people declared themselves as Catholic, 
so clearly there is a disconnection.  The Archbishop has recognised this and it is on foot of 
this the Department of Education and Skills and the Minister, Deputy Quinn, are rolling out 
a proposal for transformation of patronage which will involve surveying parents in a demo-
cratic manner to ensure their school provision requirements are met.  As someone very closely 
involved with a local start-up group for a multidenominational school I know the extent of 
demand that exists for changing patronage.

Senator Jim D’Arcy also raised the issue of a chapter devoted to Senator Leyden in Mary 
O’Rourke’s book.  Senator Norris sought recognition of his own book.  If he had devoted an 
entire chapter to Senator Leyden he would have received the same reference from Senator 
D’Arcy.  There is a lesson for us all in this.

Senator  Terry Leyden: I do not like the title of Senator Norris’s book, by the way.

Senator  Ivana Bacik: Perhaps I have said enough about colleagues’ books.

Senator Reilly raised the very sad news of the 90 jobs lost in a poultry factory in Cavan and 
the questions about the viability of the sector.  The Minister for Enterprise, Jobs and Innovation, 
Deputy Bruton, will come to the House on 23 November for a debate on jobs and it is something 
that should be raised with him then.  The agrifood issues might also be raised in a matter on the 
Adjournment for the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Coveney.  He has 
come to the House to discuss agrifood issues previously and we can arrange for him to do so 
again.

Senator Healy Eames was one of many Senators who expressed condolences to the families 
of the road traffic victims at the weekend, particularly the Gilmore family.  We all share in this.  
It is an unthinkable, horrific tragedy.  It is a good idea to have a debate on road safety.  Senator 
Healy Eames also raised the prospects for an Irish bank deal and the very fast-moving com-
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ments made at the weekend.  This was also raised by many other colleagues.  It is unfortunate 
if people in the Opposition appeared to show glee at the apparent setback after Chancellor 
Merkel’s original comment at the end of last week.  Appearing to show glee at that setback is 
misplaced.  It is very welcome that we have seen a turnaround since then.  The Taoiseach said 
that he had a very good conversation with Chancellor Merkel on Sunday evening during which 
she registered a very genuine appreciation of the steps the Irish people are taking to turn around 
the economic situation and her full support for the efforts we are making to get back to the 
markets.  That support is well expressed in the joint statement - a most unusual joint statement 
after a European Council meeting -  issued after the conversation.  The statement makes it clear 
that the commitments made to Ireland at the end of June stand and this vital work will be taken 
forward by the Minister for Finance, Deputy Noonan, and his colleagues in the European group.  
The Chancellor was also pleased to put on record her recognition that Ireland is a special case.  I 
noticed gibes and jokes from the other side about that.  Senator Higgins rightly pointed out that 
it is quite positive to be referred to as a special case in this context and we should all welcome 
it because it certainly signifies ongoing support for the bank deal both sides hope will be con-
cluded.  It is also noteworthy that the Taoiseach had an excellent meeting with President Hol-
lande in Paris in which the latter made clear his support for the Irish case.  Indeed, it has been 
made very clear all along that it is also supported by Italy and Spain, so it is an ongoing issue.

Senator Leyden requested that the Tánaiste come to the House to discuss Syria and Leba-
non.  We had a recent debate with the Minister of State at the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, Deputy Costello, who spoke specifically about that and we can certainly arrange it 
again.  I join Senator Leyden in offering condolences on the death of the former Palestinian 
ambassador.  I did not know about that.  I met him and I share the Senator’s appreciation of him.

I dealt with the issue raised by Senator Mullen in respect of road safety and ongoing diplo-
matic efforts to get a deal that refers to legacy debt.

Senator Moran referred to a particular issue in County Louth on which I do not propose to 
comment.  I do not know the issue.  The Senator asked for the Minister of Health to come to the 
House and I can certainly check with the Leader about that.  I know the Minister will be in the 
House tomorrow to deal with the Health Service Executive (Governance) Bill, but I know the 
Senator wants him to come to the House to discuss the Neary issue and Patient Focus.  Again, 
it might be a suitable matter to raise on the Adjournment.

Senator Norris expressed support for the idea of a larger photo call involving a larger num-
ber of Oireachtas Members.  A Senators’ photo call on a cross-party basis might be a good idea.  
I do not think there would be any difficulty under the McKenna judgement in respect of hav-
ing that.  I share Senator Norris’s view that the problem is likely to be low turnout.  We must 
confront that and develop and generate a debate to ensure the turnout is high on 10 November.

Senator Colm Burke spoke about the national children’s hospital.  I understand the report 
of the group chaired by Dr. Frank Dolphin was presented to the Minister for Health on Friday, 
8 June and he has been considering it and intends to bring it to Cabinet shortly.  I think we all 
agree on the need to ensure a speedy resolution to the process to build a national children’s 
hospital.

Senator MacSharry raised the issue of the diplomatic efforts about which we spoke and 
specifically sought a debate in this House.  The Minister of State for European Affairs, Deputy 
Creighton, will attend the House on Thursday after the Order of Business for statements follow-
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ing the European Council meeting and this is the appropriate time in which to raise these issues.

Senator Moloney raised the issue of home helps, which I have dealt with, and the issue of 
the HSE rule on paramedics, which I agree is of major concern and could lead to some very dan-
gerous situations.  When we have a wide-ranging debate on health, it should certainly be raised 
with the Minister and indeed could be raised directly with him by way of communication.

Senator Noone looked for a debate on the McKenna judgement, which is a good idea.

Senator Cullinane spoke about unsustainable debt levels and the EU deal.  These are diffi-
cult and complex negotiations which are ongoing but all of us on both sides of the House want 
to see a deal concluded.

Senator Higgins raised a specific issue relating to students in Athenry.  I have sympathy for 
the situation the students are in where they are experiencing delays in Garda vetting procedures.  
This issue might be raised by way of a matter on the Adjournment.

Senator Wilson welcomed the JobBridge report, about which we have spoken, and raised 
the issue of the sale of drugs over the Internet.  We may have a debate on that issue.  The Min-
ister of State at the Department of Health, Deputy White, was in the House last week and I am 
sure he would be willing to come back to discuss that issue.

In respect of the agrifood issue, the Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy 
Bruton, will attend the House in the 23 November.

Senator Conway raised the issue of the clock going back, on which, as he knows, the 
Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality has had hearings.  We must certainly 
check progress in respect of that.  A change is under contemplation.  He also commended the 
Taoiseach on the choreography of the ongoing diplomatic efforts to ensure a bank deal.

I am conscious that many Members left the House and were not here for the Leader’s re-
sponse.  I responded courteously to every single person, regardless of whether they were here or 
not, but I know the Leader expressed concern to me very recently about the practice of making a 
statement and leaving the House on the Order of Business.  I think he will reinstitute a practice 
of not responding to colleagues who have left the House before his response.

Order of Business agreed to.

Junior Certificate Reform and the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy: Statements

Minister for Education and Skills  (Deputy  Ruairí Quinn): In the programme for Gov-
ernment, we made literacy a national cause and committed to reforming what students experi-
ence in the first three years in post-primary school, that is, between the ages of 12 and 15.  I am 
pleased to be present to outline to Senators the progress that has been made to date.  I am very 
anxious to hear the views of Senators on these reforms and the progress we have made.

In July 2011, I launched Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life, the national strategy 
to improve literacy and numeracy among children and young people.  I said then that I believe 
passionately that literacy and numeracy are among the most important life skills our schools 
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teach.  These skills are fundamental to a person’s life chances.  The strategy aims to ensure that 
no child should leave school without having mastered the skills to the best of his or her ability.  
The strategy is of considerable importance.  The connection between the development of the 
strategy and Ireland’s disappointing performance in the PISA 2009 results has been made by 
many, including me.  While PISA may have been a shock to the system, information had been 
available for some time to show there is much room for improvement in the teaching and learn-
ing of literacy and numeracy in Ireland.

Let me recall some of the evidence for the House.  The national assessments of English 
reading and mathematics have consistently shown considerable weaknesses in the teaching of 
mathematics.  Second, the inspectorate of the Department has raised concerns about various 
aspects of the quality of the teaching of English and mathematics in a number of reports.  Third, 
persistent concerns have been raised about mathematics, especially the relatively poor ability 
of Irish students to apply mathematical ideas to practical circumstances.  Last and most worry-
ing, we know from the work of the Educational Research Centre, based in St. Patrick’s College, 
Drumcondra, that certain groups of young people, such as children in disadvantaged communi-
ties, particularly boys, are not acquiring even the most basic literacy skills, as they should.  

When we tackle problems in literacy and numeracy, we are also tackling inequality.  To fail 
to do so is to deny many young people the opportunity to participate fully in society.  Literacy 
and numeracy unlock many doors for young people.  First, they unlock the door to a full and 
rounded education, which in turn unlocks the door to a fulfilling and rewarding working life.  
They unlock the door to full participation in social, cultural and community life.  When these 
doors are unlocked, they simply cannot be closed again.  We know they will remain open not 
just for today’s young people, but also for their children and their children’s children.  The ben-
efits do not stop with the individual.  Mastering the skills of literacy and numeracy brings with 
it a host of social, cultural and health benefits for society as a whole.

They are also the core skills which enable young people take on the challenge of higher 
order learning and research that make modern economies competitive.

The strategy adopts a modern and comprehensive definition of literacy and acknowledges 
that this includes oral language and all forms of written and printed communication from hand-
writing to even digital literacy.  Young people need engagement with a wide range of contexts 
in developing their literacy. This means that we do not narrow the curriculum in pursuit of a 
mechanical reading proficiency.  Literacy is not the preserve of language lessons and this is 
something that also underpins our reform of junior cycle.

Mathematics also needs context.  Often our students can perform mechanical operations 
such as equations and various other mathematical puzzles but they are unable to apply these 
skills to real-life situations.  We face a considerable challenge to develop a much broader un-
derstanding and ability to use mathematics in the way this strategy sets out.

The strategy sets out how we must tackle literacy and numeracy standards through a com-
prehensive and balanced set of actions in each area of the educational system.  It sets out a 
radical programme of change in areas such as: teacher education and teachers’ continuing pro-
fessional development; curriculum change; how principals and teachers focus on the literacy 
and numeracy skills of their students; how principals, teachers, schools and the educational 
system monitor students’ progress in a balanced and educationally sound way; how we respond 
to the learning needs of individuals; how we evaluate the work of schools; and the strategy also 
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acknowledges the central role of parents and how we need to support them as they help their 
children to learn.

Implementation of the strategy has been prioritised in the Department and in the time since 
the launch we have seen real progress in implementation of the measures it contains.  Reconfig-
ured and extended bachelor of education programmes for primary teaching began in September 
2012.  The Teaching Council is in the process of reviewing reconfigured bachelor of education 
programmes for the post-primary sector.  These reforms involve real and significant change in 
initial teacher education which will allow for an increased  focus on pedagogy in literacy and 
numeracy and classroom practice.  In effect, the three-year course for primary school teachers 
will be extended to four with a focus on pedagogic skills and the traditional HDip will now take 
two years rather than one year.

We are fortunate in Ireland that entrants to teacher education are among the most talented 
and high achieving of our school leavers.  Initial teacher education must supply this high quality 
cohort with the tools they need to become highly-effective teachers.  I have put in place a team 
of literacy and numeracy advisers to support the teachers already in our schools.  Their mandate 
is to help teachers and schools to implement the strategy and a national programme of profes-
sional development for primary and second level teachers is well under way.

For beginning teachers, the national teacher induction programme provides for both literacy 
and numeracy support.  All primary schools have been asked to increase the time spent on 
mathematics by 70 minutes per week, and to increase the time spent on literacy by one hour per 
week.  Post-primary schools have been asked to endeavour to ensure that students have access 
to mathematics and English classes every day.  I have also introduced standardised testing in 
English reading and mathematics, and Irish reading for Irish medium schools, so that pupils 
are tested at the end of second, fourth and sixth class, that is at the ages of eight, ten and 12.  
Additional funding has been provided to schools to support this.  The results of the tests are 
reported to parents as part of an overall standardised report on their children’s learning.  There 
are also aggregated reports to school boards of management and to the Department on overall 
performance in these tests.

This is a balanced approach to assessment which will avoid some of the mistakes made 
in other jurisdictions on these two islands.  National policy and strategy is important but it 
is school communities that can make a real difference for their students.  I want to empower 
schools and school leadership in particular to continually improve the teaching and learning 
experience.  This philosophy is evident in our new approach to school self-evaluation and I 
encourage all parents, teachers, school principals and boards of management to use these new 
processes to deliver the very best for our young people.

How schools inform and engage with parents is critical but parents need other sources of 
support and information as well.  I was delighted, therefore, to recently launch a new website 
developed by the National Adult Literacy Agency under the banner of the strategy. 

I was delighted therefore to launch recently a new website developed by the National Adult 
Literacy Agency under the banner of the strategy.  The website, helpmykidlearn.ie, contains a 
range of age-appropriate practical activities and information for parents seeking to support their 
children’s literacy and numeracy development.  The role of parents in this area must be con-
stantly reiterated and reinforced, not just for those parents who already are converted, but with 
those parents who for whatever reason believe they do not have the confidence or competence 
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to be of help.

  Members will be aware the strategy emphasises the importance of reform at junior cycle 
level.  As they are aware, this also has been advanced and today, I wish to provide them with 
an overview of the changes in the junior cycle and what they will mean for the learning of our 
young people and I look forward to the response of Members and the dialogue that will ensue.  
First, I will outline the reasons change is necessary.  In late 2011, the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment, NCCA, advised me on making changes at junior cycle.  Research 
underlines the reasons change is necessary.  Under the current model, a significant number of 
first-year students do not make progress, particularly in English and mathematics.  Second, a 
significant number of students in second year become disengaged from the learning process and 
find it almost impossible to reconnect to learning subsequently.  Third, choices made as early 
as the first year of junior cycle, for example to take ordinary level rather than higher level, are 
almost impossible to reverse and may limit the options open to young people for their leav-
ing certificate programme and on leaving school.  This is a particularly important issue for 
students in lower stream classes and those in schools serving areas of disadvantage.  Fourth, in 
third year, the junior certificate examination dominates the experience of students.  The focus 
of learning narrows considerably, the emphasis is on rote learning and for many students, the 
examination does not lead to positive learning experiences and outcomes.  Members should not 
forget that in that mix, there also are the mock examinations in and around Easter time, which 
cost a small fortune for some parents.

  I will now turn to the framework for junior cycle.  I have accepted the NCCA’s advice, set 
out in its document, Towards a Framework for Junior Cycle.  If Members would like to read it, 
copies of the framework are available and I strongly urge them to familiarise themselves with 
it.  The approach of the NCCA was developed following an extensive consultation process with 
parents, students, teachers, school managers and the wider public.  It set out new vision, values 
and principles for the junior cycle.  Having studied these carefully and having had extensive 
debates and discussions within the Department, I personally endorse fully these principles.  I 
welcome that the syllabus designed for each subject will set out both the knowledge to be ac-
quired and the skills and attitudes students will develop.  The syllabus will be accompanied by 
detailed examples of how students should be able to demonstrate their learning in order that 
teachers will be supported fully in enabling students to achieve the objectives of the curricu-
lum.  I welcome the aspects of the proposed curriculum that will allow schools the flexibility 
to design their own junior cycle programme.  This will empower schools in an unprecedented 
way to meet the interests and needs of their students and to relate more effectively to the com-
munity in which they are situated.  I believe this is how we can accommodate difference in our 
society and how we can begin to address the real problem of inequality in our society, which 
remains rampant.  I also am happy to accept the recommendations with regard to short courses 
and priority learning units for students with special education needs.  I am convinced that all 
the elements of the framework proposed by the NCCA represent a huge development for second 
level education in Ireland.

  I will now turn to the issue of assessment.  Given the evidence now available to me, I have 
decided to go further.  In the junior certificate, we currently have a State examination that has all 
the arrangements and hallmarks of a high-stakes examination.  However, as long ago as 1975, 
an official report commented that for “a large and increasing number of candidates, [the State 
examination at the end of the junior cycle] is not necessary or indeed useful as a qualification 
for jobs”.  The examination referred to was the intermediate certificate, which was replaced by 
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the junior certificate examination but the question is more relevant than ever.  The overwhelm-
ing majority of students completing junior cycle go on to study at senior cycle or in other forms 
of education and training.

Our percentage figures are among the highest in Europe.

  The junior certificate is no longer a high stakes examination.  For this reason, it no longer 
serves the educational needs of every young person.  Real change only occurs when there is 
real change in assessment.  This is what all of the evidence has been telling us for several years.  
The influence of assessment on how teachers and students engage with curricula and learning is 
well documented, not just in Ireland, but across the globe.  The learning experience is narrowed 
if an assessment system is restricted to measuring students through external examinations and 
testing.  When the experience is narrowed, teachers and students focus on learning what is nec-
essary to do well in final examinations.  They stop pursuing an educational programme that is 
designed to meet students’ needs.  I hope we will have a good discussion on this phenomenon.

  The best performing educational systems have placed the assessment of learning at the 
lower secondary education level in the hands of schools, teachers and students.  For this reason, 
we need to reform radically the way we assess students’ learning in the junior cycle.  I want 
to liberate our teachers from the narrow exam-based programmes to which many of them are 
prisoners.  I want them to fulfil their potential as leaders of education learning.  I want to put 
students at the heart of this change and give them the opportunity to develop all of their skills 
and talents fully.  To achieve this, we must ensure that assessment becomes a key part of teach-
ing and learning across the three years of the junior cycle.

  The opportunities for such approaches to assessment are no longer stressful where assess-
ment is not high stakes.  The focus of assessment will be on supporting learning.  We are asking 
teachers to do in third year what they currently do in second and fifth years.  In the next eight 
years, I will phase out the traditional junior certificate examination in its current form.  Stu-
dents, rather than subject examinations, will be at the centre of the new approach to assessment.

  What exactly will this new form of assessment look like?  The junior certificate exami-
nation will be replaced with a school-based model of assessment.  The shape of this has been 
covered extensively in the media, but I want to outline to Senators my vision of how the new as-
sessment arrangements will work.  They will embed assessment both for and of learning in the 
classroom and will involve schools and teachers in ongoing assessment of students’ progress 
and achievement.  Clear and unambiguous guidance for teachers on standards will be provided 
in each syllabus.  This will guide the assessment of student progress and enable teachers to chart 
the next steps for each student’s learning.

  Assessment at the end of the junior cycle will be completed by the school and will be based 
on evidence of learning coming from school work and a final written assessment.  The school 
work component will be based on work completed by the student during second and third years 
and will be marked by the teacher in the school using a marking guide included in the specifi-
cation for the subject.  Generally, it will be worth approximately 40% of the marks awarded to 
the student.  The kinds of work involved will include assignments, projects, case studies, per-
formances, oral activities, written pieces and tests of different kinds.  Schools may use develop-
ments such as e-portfolios to enhance the changes that this school work component can provide.  
To support this, I have already convened an education and industry group to advise on how 
ICT can be used to enhance the junior cycle experience at school level.  The final assessment 
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component will be a single written paper or assignment and will represent 60% of the marks.

  In the first few years of implementation, the papers will be set by the State Examinations 
Commission, SEC, but administered and, for the most part, corrected by teachers as part of 
their assessment of students.  In the case of English, Irish and mathematics, the papers will also 
be corrected by the SEC for an introductory transitional period.  Schools will continue to use 
materials provided by the SEC.

  The primary purpose of the certification at the end of junior cycle will be to support learn-
ing during the three years.  We must move beyond examinations to a process of generating 
evidence of learning and of sharing feedback.

4 o’clock

This is not a cost saving exercise but about ensuring that we do better.

  I will secure the necessary resources to bring this vision to fruition from within my overall 
budget allocation.  I will ensure that schools, their principals and teachers will be provided with 
the necessary professional support to enable them to implement the framework from 2013 and 
2014.  The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, NCCA, will begin to develop cur-
riculum, standards and supports immediately.  The State Examinations Commission has begun 
planning for its phased withdrawal from junior cycle examinations.

  The changes being implemented through the literacy and numeracy strategy and through 
the reform of junior cycle will make a dramatic and real difference to students in our schools.  
The measures will help students from all walks of life to realise their full potential.  The skills 
and abilities of our young people are the key to Ireland’s success in future, and our young peo-
ple can only fully realise their entire potential if we give them the tools they need.  The reforms 
I have started to implement are the way to go.

Senator  Averil Power: I welcome the Minister to the House.  I will begin where he left off, 
with the reform of the junior certificate.  The Minister referred to some of the work done by the 
NCCA, and the ESRI report last year pointed out quite strongly the deficiencies in the current 
junior certificate, providing a very strong evidence base for the reforms being brought forward.  
The ESRI report followed a cohort of 900 students in 12 schools from first year to completion 
of the leaving certificate in what was the first longitudinal study of its kind of a cohort of second 
level students.  The evidence it provides about the student experience feeds into the motivations 
behind the reform and tells us what we must be considering.

The report indicated that under the current structure, young people’s experience of junior 
cycle is quite fragmented between first, second and third year.  First year involves much turbu-
lence for all students coming into a new environment, with new classmates and curricula and an 
increase in the number of subjects studied.  One expects first year to be difficult for many rea-
sons.  Worryingly, there is evidence that second year is a key time as people, particularly young 
men, begin to disengage from the curriculum.  At such a young age, there is a process where one 
can be alienated from the school environment, bored by subjects, put off by the excessive focus 
we currently have on rote learning and the grind towards the leaving certificate.  Our focus is 
on a terminal and high stakes exam with the junior certificate.

It is important to note there is a strong evidence base for change, and I welcome the reforms 
put forward in that context.  They are positive and bold, which is good.  We should not be 
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boxing off second level students so early into an exam system where they are making choices 
prematurely about subjects and levels of learning.  We should be opening their minds and give 
people access to as many short courses as possible.  We should do our best to educate and de-
velop the whole student, and I welcome the emphasis in the NCCA report on well-being.  We 
have discussed that issue much in this House in debating mental health and the need to ensure 
we equip young people with coping skills, mental wellness and all the skills they need for life, 
rather than setting out in third year a mode of education where they must cram for a test.

The reforms are positive and I welcome the move towards continuous assessment.  As the 
Minister indicated, it already happens in other years within the existing cycle and it works per-
fectly well not just in other countries at second level but in the third level system.  Moreover, 
third level institutions are used to giving students marks in important assessments conducted 
within an institution.  I accept that teacher unions have concerns, and although some are unnec-
essary, others are a genuine reflection of a worry that we have not yet seen an implementation 
plan.  We need to see how that assessment will work, what supports will be put in place for 
teachers from a professional development point of view and, in terms of assessment tools, what 
procedures will be in place to ensure a similar metric is used across schools and that there is not 
too much scope for difference depending on who is teaching particular classes within a school 
and not just across schools. 

My main question on junior certificate reform is about the implementation plan.  When will 
we see a detailed implementation plan?  That is essential in terms of seeing the costings for all 
of this.  When the reform document was published, the Minister made a commitment that he 
would secure the money.  I suppose everybody in this House hopes that is the case but we would 
like to know the amount of money, if it is secure and if the Minister has put in costings for it.  
I appreciate there is a long implementation period but we should be looking at teacher profes-
sional development as soon as possible to ensure they are ready, at the development of short 
courses and so on.  I understand schools will have flexibility but there is a need for national 
work to be done there as well.

Has the Minister put in a pitch for next year’s budget in that context?  If he thinks there 
will be expenditure next year, has the Department pitched for it and, if so, for how much and 
for what?  When does the Minister foresee a detailed implementation plan being published to 
provide the reassurance needed for teachers, students and parents that this is beyond being a 
great idea, which it is, and to ensure it works in reality?  I do not think anybody disagrees with 
the idea but there is a great deal of concern about making sure it works in reality.  

We welcome the literacy and numeracy strategy.  Publication of the final strategy by the 
Government followed on from the draft published in November 2010 by the last Government 
and the work  done on that.  The targets in the strategy are important but, more importantly, I 
welcome the emphasis being put on teacher education.  That is something the Minister has been 
working on and it is probably the most important issue because regardless of what curriculum 
one teaches, the most important thing in education is the quality of the teacher in the classroom.  
That is a crucial issue and this side of the House will support the Minister in placing as much 
emphasis as possible on teacher training and driving through the reform agenda.

I welcome the fact that there will be standardised testing in maths, science and English as 
part of the junior certificate but also feeding into the overall literacy and numeracy programme.  
Perhaps we have rested on our laurels a little bit in terms of our previous performance in PISA 
surveys and our literacy results.  The 2010 PISA results gave everybody a bit of a shock.  Some 



23 October 2012

83

of that has been explained by issues like changes in the composition of students and the fact that 
we have a more diverse set of students sitting those tests than heretofore.  Maybe that addresses 
some of it but certainly not all of it.  It is important we take it as a wake up call and ensure we 
make the bold changes needed to drive up our literacy and numeracy rates, get them among the 
best in the world and keep ahead of the curve.  Rather than being satisfied with how we have 
been doing over the past ten years in all of these issues, we need to look at where we want to be 
in ten years time, where other countries are going, the investment they are making in education 
and the difference that will make for their young people and, in particular, their workforces in 
the coming years.

Our main concern around the literacy and numeracy strategy would be in regard to re-
sources, in particular some supports being cut while others are announced.  We have discussed 
last year’s DEIS cuts on many occasions in this House and I accept the Minister acknowledged 
that they were a mistake.  We need to be very careful heading into the next budget.  It is great to 
announce a new scheme but if what we are doing strikes out something that works, it is crazy.  
I hope the Minister will be able to give us an assurance that DEIS will not be touched again 
during the lifetime of this Government because the evidence is there that it works and pays for 
itself several times over.  That must be a core part of the literacy programme.

I refer finally to Project Maths, which has been the most significant reform of the science 
and maths curriculum.  The project has taught us lessons about what works and what does not as 
we try to move to a system that is based more on critical thinking, problem solving, investiga-
tion for other subjects.  It is positive that the take up of higher level maths and student engage-
ment with the subject is good.  I acknowledge concerns and criticisms were expressed as well 
but perhaps we can learn from them as we roll reform out across other junior certificate and 
leaving certificate subjects.

Senator  Jim D’Arcy: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Aire arís.  The major overhaul of the junior 
certificate replacing a once-off State examination with a school-based model of continuous 
assessment is welcome.  I congratulate the Minister on his courage in going even further than 
most people expected with the process of reform.  Speaking on RTE recently, the ESRI’s Emer 
Smyth said that the variety of teaching methods and the new structures will result in teenagers 
engaging more with learning, particularly active learning, which has suffered due to the empha-
sis on rote learning and teaching to the test, as Senator Power said.  These, unfortunately, can 
sometimes be features of teaching and learning.

In addition, research has shown that a significant number of first year students do not make 
progress, particularly in English and mathematics, a number of students in second year become 
disengaged and third year is about the examinations.  I have previously stated in the House 
regarding assessment that “You don’t fatten a pig by weighing it every day” but, nevertheless, 
strategic assessment on a continuous basis can only assist the student in the terms outlined by 
the Minister not only as a certification but as a teaching and learning tool.  It will provide essen-
tial information to students in this regard but it will be necessary for the results to be communi-
cated and explained in real time to them in order that they can become the main agents of their 
own education, which is one of the great aims of education, and not be perceived as barbarians 
at the gates of knowledge, as The Iliad famously described it.

There is nothing to fear from teachers assessing their own students.  It occurs already with 
the teacher assessing the student every minute of every school day.  It happens in art up to leav-
ing certificate level and in further education projects.   As the Minister said, primary schools 
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must assess students on a statutory basis in second, fourth and sixth classes.

With regard to literacy and numeracy, I was struck by the founding statement incorporated 
into the Minister’s press release for the launch of the strategy on 8 July 2011: “A wide ranging 
new strategy aimed at ensuring that every child leaves school having mastered literacy and nu-
meracy.  It is the Governments belief that no child should leave school unable to read and write 
and use mathematics to solve problems”.  That is the key and ambitious targets have been set.

I would like to tell two stories.  Years ago one of my football team colleagues was getting 
married on a Saturday.  He came to me during training on Tuesday and asked me to get someone 
to teach him to read because his future wife did not know that he could not read.  I could not get 
him reading before Saturday but I introduced him to the adult education reading officer.  These 
anecdotes happened so long ago that the people cannot be traced.  Another friend was working 
on a farm in Meath and was told to drive the tractor home.  Instead of driving to Dundalk, he 
drove to Dublin because he was afraid to ask and he could not read the signposts.  We do not 
want this to happen in modern Ireland.

Two questions on junior certificate reform were asked of me last night.  I refer to quality 
assurance with regard to the recognition of school-based exams.  I know the answer I expect 
but the person who asked it would like to hear the Minister’s views.  What is to stop teachers 
inflating results in the exams?  Some time ago, we heard there would be only eight subjects for 
the junior certificate but this measure changes the process.

Whereas the National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals has warmly wel-
comed the move, the ASTI and the TUI have expressed reservations about the level of consulta-
tion.  I ask the Minister to comment.

Senator  Jillian van Turnhout: I welcome the Minister’s plans for the literacy and nu-
meracy strategy.  I remember working on the National Economic and Social Forum report on 
this subject.  I was alarmed at the figures, with one in ten children leaving school with literacy 
issues and rising to one in four children in disadvantaged areas.  Someone tried to tell me it was 
okay because other European countries had higher figures but I did not care whether the figures 
were higher in other European countries.  I care about the fact one in ten children leave school 
with literacy and numeracy issues.

The reports all talk about an all-community approach and how it is not just about the reality 
in school.  In the supermarket, a parent can ask the child to get peas and can spell out the let-
ters.  It involves these measures and involving the older generations in the community.  While 
preparing the report, I heard from many parent organisations that, when they bring their loved 
ones to the school gates, they are told to ensure the children can tie their laces and have a lunch 
they can easily eat while the teachers will look after the teaching.  Parents were told not to teach 
their children to read because the teachers will have to undo it and reteach them.  I heard this 
going around the country talking to parents groups.

Deputy  Ruairí Quinn: Was this from parents or teachers?

Senator  Jillian van Turnhout: This was the message parents were getting from schools.  
I do not refer to all teachers.  We read all the reports and talk about everyone working together 
in the community and how education is not just the preserve of schools.  It is important that, 
when examining plans, we should try to involve the community.  We have outstanding teachers 
working with communities but there is also an approach that parents do not have a role in the 
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education of their children.

I welcome the Minister’s plans in respect of the junior certificate.  I have examined them 
quite closely.  Continuous assessment is a good principle.  I wonder if I am saying this because 
I think I would have done better on continuous assessment than in exams.  Some young people 
will perform better under one method than another, which makes me wonder whether it is part 
of my reasoning in favour of it.  Continuous assessments are good practice for life and for the 
ability to deliver consistently.  It will have a positive effect on the student’s learning experience, 
the development of the most-needed skills from an early age and, most important, the capacity 
to analyse information, communicate, to work in a team and to think creatively.  The proposed 
focus on the long-term development of literacy and numeracy instead of a one-size-fits-all ju-
nior certificate will encourage students and teachers creatively and allow for a more informed 
and self-aware process of acquiring knowledge.  Students will be able to develop their interests 
and skills without the rigidity of learning specifically for the tests.  This will, hopefully, relieve 
some of the pressure experienced by some students during the formal examination period.

Another proposed reform is the curriculum flexibility, which is great.  It will allow schools 
to design new teaching programmes.  Hopefully, they will involve the students in that as they 
will have a great deal to say.  Perhaps there could be subjects on local development, new media 
and arts programmes.  It would facilitate a much wider approach to education.

As far as the proposed assessments are concerned, teachers know their students best and 
are best placed to reflect on students’ performance, abilities and work.  The focus on long-term 
overview of a student’s development will help parents to see the progress being made by their 
child.  However, I share some of the concerns raised by the TUI and the ASTI generally about 
the consultation process.  Could the Minister clarify this?  I have read conflicting reports about 
it.  There have been statements from the Minister’s officials saying they were consulted, while 
I have heard from the two unions that they have not been consulted.

With regard to the assessment process, I wonder about small communities and the pressures 
that will come from parents, in a place where everybody knows each other, for a positive as-
sessment.  Would we be bringing the concept of clientelism into the school system?  How will 
we ensure that teachers will be trained?  I am aware of the Minister’s plans for teacher training, 
but I am referring to teachers who are already in place.  How do we recalibrate how to deliver 
their training?  I would welcome clarification of that from the Minister.

Finally, the Minister talks about phasing this in over eight years.  I can understand that on 
paper but part of me sees it as a slow guillotine descending on the schools over the eight years.  
How will it work?  Will there be a value on the year in which one did the junior certificate?  I 
wonder about the reality of phasing it in and whether we are sometimes better off to just pull off 
the plaster and go for it.  If this is the new system, eight years seems to be quite a long period 
for it to be introduced.  However, I believe we should consider change, and I welcome the fact 
that the Minister has put the document in the public domain and allowed us to scrutinise it and 
be part of this process.

Senator  Mary Moran: I welcome the Minister to the House and welcome the opportunity 
to participate in this valuable debate.  The mission of the Department of Education and Skills 
is to enable learners to achieve their full potential and contribute to Ireland’s economic, social 
and cultural development.
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What is wrong with the junior certificate examination?  When the results come out every 
year we read about the number of students who got 14 or 13 grade As or honours and see the 
pictures of the smiling students in the newspapers.  I was certainly not one of the lucky ones 
to receive 14 grade As.  Unfortunately, we also sometimes frown over the reports of alcohol 
fuelled celebrations and public disorder that night.  Then, that is the end of it for another year.  
The students buy the examinations papers as soon as they are published in September and start 
practising for the following June.  That is the reality for many of them.

We must focus on the reality that the current junior certificate programme is not enabling 
students to become independent learners, to achieve their full potential or to acquire the skills 
necessary for life long learning.  When the junior certificate cycle was introduced approxi-
mately 20 years ago its objective was to move away from the rigid examination based, rote 
learning that had characterised the old intermediate certificate.  Initially, hopes were high.  The 
programme was based on the clear principles of breadth, balance, relevance and quality.  How-
ever, as the programme evolved, it came to be viewed as a mini leaving certificate, with the 
focus completely on the end results.  Many of the original aims got lost in the process.  The new 
junior cycle programme aims to place the needs of our students at the core of what happens in 
schools and to improve the quality of their learning experiences and outcomes.  Such an ap-
proach should enable all students to achieve their full potential and be properly challenged in 
their learning, thereby raising educational standards.  

We have all heard the phrase “Ireland has the best educational standards in the world” trot-
ted out on many occasions in the past.  We heard it so often we actually believed it and prob-
ably became complacent regarding the skills we assumed our students had acquired having 
completed their second level education.  Alarm bells should have been ringing when third level 
institutions were highlighting the lack of independent and self-directed learning skills being 
displayed by undergraduates and employers were bemoaning the drop in standards in basic 
literacy and numeracy.

It is clear that for far too long our teaching and learning in the classroom has focused on at-
tainment in examinations, which has promoted rote learning and stifled creativity.  A case, I be-
lieve, of the tail wagging the dog.  The new junior cycle programme will address these failings 
by emphasising seven key skills, the primary being literacy and numeracy.  In removing the 
rigid focus on the terminal examination as the ultimate goal, schools will now be empowered to 
design programmes tailored to their individual school settings.  

The evidence of the decline in our educational standards is clear and worrying.  As alluded 
to by the Minister, one in ten children in Irish schools is experiencing serious difficulty with 
reading or writing.  In some disadvantaged schools, this is as high as one in three students.  
There has been a decline in the performance of post-primary students in Ireland in international 
literacy tests.  For example, in 2000 Irish 15 year old students performed at the above average 
level in the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment, PISA, coming fifth.  
However, in 2009, Irish students performed at the average level, coming 17th place out of 34.  
This is a startling decline.  The 2009 tests show that 17% of all Irish 15 year olds and almost 
one in four teenage boys lack the literacy skills to perform effectively in today’s society.  Based 
on this evidence, we welcome the national strategy introduced by the Minister to improve nu-
meracy and literacy among children and young people.  This strategy provides a clear roadmap 
on where the education system needs to go and a clear view of the collaborative role of all the 
educational partners.  
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I would like to focus for a moment on literacy issues.  What exactly is literacy and how 
do we interpret it?  Traditionally, we have always thought of literacy as the skill of reading 
and writing.  Our understanding of literacy today encompasses much more than this.  Literacy 
includes the capacity to read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of communi-
cation, including the spoken language, printed text, broadcast and digital media.  Not only do 
young people need to be able to read and understand the written texts, they must also be able to 
critically analyse the content of what they are reading.  The Wikipedia and Google generation 
must be given the tools to help them discern fact from fiction.

Development of good literacy and numeracy skills among all young people is fundamental 
to the life chances of each individual and essential to the quality and equity of Irish society.  
The new junior cycle programme recognises that the development of children’s literacy and nu-
meracy skills in post-primary schools is not just the responsibility of teachers of languages and 
mathematics.  Teachers of all post-primary subjects have an important role to play in develop-
ing and consolidating students’ abilities to use literacy and numeracy.  It should be recognised 
that learners in Irish-medium schools and settings have varied learning needs and that they need 
to be able to develop literacy skills in Irish and English.

Implementation of the numeracy and literacy strategy and junior cycle programme relies 
on the collaboration and co-operation of the entire school community, including management, 
teachers, students and parents.  No one group can effect change on its own.  International re-
search shows that the support of parents who are engaged in their child’s learning has a signifi-
cant positive impact on the child’s educational achievement, in particular in literacy and numer-
acy.  Young people achieve better when their parents take an active interest in their education, 
supporting and encouraging them and creating high but achievable expectations.  The move 
away from a single terminal exam towards a system of school-based assessment will ensure 
parents will be provided with more comprehensive feedback on the continuing attainments of 
their children.  It will allow students review their own progress and discuss it with their teach-
ers and other students with a view to identifying the next steps to be taken.  This will help build 
students’ capacity to manage their own learning and motivate them to stick with a complex task 
or problem.  It will also form the basis of more informed conversations between parents and 
schools on the learning of their students.  I commend the Minister on his obvious commitment 
to raising the educational standards of our young people.  As a teacher with more than 25 years 
experience - I hate saying that-----

Deputy  Ruairí Quinn: Immense experience.

Senator  Mary Moran: I thank the Minister.  I will use that phrase the next time.  I am 
acutely aware of how the current system is failing many of our students and I look forward with 
great enthusiasm to the imminent changes.

Senator  Kathryn Reilly: I welcome the Minister to the House.  I did my junior certificate 
in June 2003, almost ten years ago.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: That long ago?

Senator  Kathryn Reilly: Some memories of that time stand out.  I can particularly re-
member my diet of fizzy drinks and chocolate and the nights spent cramming because of the 
large number of subjects we took.  On some days we sat two exams.  Other Senators mentioned 
rote learning, and for many subjects I studied at the time it was not necessarily a case of being 
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examined on what one learned over the years but what one could learn off best, how well one 
or one’s teacher could predict the exam and how one’s teacher taught.  I agree with the Minister 
that “the focus of learning narrows, the emphasis is on rote learning and for many students, the 
examination does not lead to positive learning experiences and outcomes”.  I remember learn-
ing off maths theorems, which was painful and definitely not a positive learning experience and 
outcome.  As soon as the exam was over, the theorems were gone and I could not tell one what 
they were.  I do not even know how many there were, perhaps ten.  This is not the way forward 
for our education system, which is why we welcome these changes.

The fall in literacy and numeracy standards in recent years is of concern and can be attrib-
uted in part to the ineffectiveness of the junior certificate and how unfit for purpose it is.  As 
the Minister stated, it is not a high-stakes examination any more, which is why there is a seri-
ous need for reform.  This may shock the Minister but credit is due to him.  I credit him with 
implementing these radical changes to an exam which is important to young people during their 
first years of secondary school.  We need to learn from progressive high performing education 
systems such as those in Finland and New Zealand where there is less emphasis on learning by 
rote and greater importance is placed on continuous assessment, which provides a better gauge 
and analysis of how students perform, their understanding and whether they are falling down in 
certain areas such as literacy and numeracy.

I understand the revised junior certificate exam syllabus will be drawn up by the NCCA and 
will combine traditional subjects with a number of short courses in areas such as digital media, 
entrepreneurship, sustainable energy and living and Chinese language and culture.  These are 
very important because they reflect the changing society and world in which we live.  Just as 
we have moved in large terms from vocational education and such training, it is important we 
adapt to evolving society.  The inclusion of the Chinese language is important and Senator 
Healy Eames has often called for this in the House.  I hope these changes ensure future genera-
tions of young people leaving Irish schools are much better equipped to meet the demands of 
an evolving workplace and global market.  However, concerns exist that these reforms will be 
rendered meaningless unless the education system is properly resourced.  This includes ensur-
ing there are incentives for the most capable graduates to enter teaching, which means getting 
the basics right and ensuring we have the teachers capable of delivering any revised course we 
set down.  Given the prospects for many graduating teachers, it would not be surprising if fewer 
capable teachers were attracted to the profession.  Without capable teachers, the reform would 
be rendered meaningless.  We need to make sure that the pupil-teacher ratio is at a rate that al-
lows each child to achieve his or her potential.

We need to make sure that at all levels of education, special needs assistants and specialised 
language assistants are made available to children and young people so that we are not cutting 
them off too early and thereby hindering their literacy and numeracy standards.  

I also welcome proposals to put in place standardised tests in science-related subjects.  We 
cannot overemphasise the importance of science and this includes looking at how science is 
taught at primary level, which currently averages 1.5 hours per week and is well below the 
OECD average.  I did not learn any science in school although I remember telling my parents 
I wanted to study chemistry when I was older, not having a clue what chemistry was or any af-
finity for it when I finally found out what it was.

As was mentioned by other Senators, one of the areas of concern for teachers would be the 
plans to have teachers assess their students’ work.  The matter has been raised with me a number 
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of times.  It has been widely reported in the media and I know teachers’ representatives have 
made those comments to the Minister.  They would find themselves in a very difficult position 
in terms of the increased workload and the time available to them to teach.  In addition, objec-
tivity would be critical, particularly when there are many competing demands on schools and 
competitiveness between them.  I am sure the Minister will address these concerns in his re-
sponse to us and allay our fears in some way.  Teachers are also afraid of the backlash or added 
burden or pressure from parents, especially those who might have unrealistic expectations of 
their children.  These proposals need to be considered.  In respect of what Senator Power men-
tioned earlier, could the Minister tell us how this is going to be resourced?  We do not want to 
see these reforms fall flat on their face and our goals in literacy and numeracy fall at the final 
hurdle, especially when these reforms are so critical.  

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: I welcome the Minister.  This is a useful debate because 
we are getting into the quality issues - the substantive issue of what education is about.  We 
must ask what is the purpose of education.  When I ask myself that question, the answer for me 
is to release in the child and student a hint of his or her own potential - just a hint.  This is the 
spark where he or she says, “This is who I am and this is what I am capable of doing”.  That is 
only the beginning of a lifelong journey.  So it is about giving them routes and wings.  Literacy 
and numeracy are at that stage of giving them routes and wings.  Believe it or not, I used to be 
a lecturer in literacy education although sometimes I forget that.  The first four years are about 
learning to read and then one changes to reading to learn.  This involves saying, “Here is the 
world and I’m going to read the world”, which is phenomenal.

My life at the moment is an exam culture life.  I have a child in first year who has a poor 
short-term memory and dyslexia.  This morning, my husband was going through the Megalithic 
period in history with her.  I thought, at some level, what did it matter if she never learned about 
it.  My son is studying for his leaving certificate.  I cannot even have a proper conversation with 
him about it because he says he is fed up with people asking him about it.  He told me that even 
if he hitched a ride from Oranmore down to where we live, people would talk to him about it.  
So we never get into the real issue of what one would like to be or do, even though decisions 
must be made by January in terms of completing the CAO form.  Our educational culture is 
overly focused on examinations.  Schools often reinforce failure and stereotypes because of the 
exclusive and excessive focus on examinations.

Some days ago, a mother told me an interesting story.  Her little girl, who had learning diffi-
culties in primary school, is quite creative.  The girl, who is now in first year, helped her mother 
to pick out a hat and when she saw the lady making the hats, she said she could make them also.  
She asked her mother to ask the hat-maker whether she could work with her on a Saturday.  On 
coming home, she asked whether she could have a window in which to display her hats to sell 
them.  She said she should have chosen business.  I refer to a child with learning difficulties 
who, because of encountering one activity that stimulated her creativity, put a world together 
for herself.  This is phenomenal and we need to encourage it.

I fully agree with reforming the junior cycle to promote creative and critical thinking.  As 
Senator Moran stated, literacy is not just about learning to read and write but also about learn-
ing to think critically, make decisions and be discerning.  If this thinking is built into the junior 
cycle, it will be good.

I like the notion of continuous assessment.  I am only sorry that in the case of my two chil-
dren, it will not be realised sooner.  I am being selfish in this regard.  I worry about cramming.  
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As Senator Reilly stated, one sometimes leaves an examination in the hope one will never have 
to encounter the subject again.  I remember a teacher who told me how discouraging it was for 
him when a student, on finishing sixth class, dumped all his books into the bin for him to see.  
The pupil clearly did not value the learning and was never reached.  This can be very upsetting.

The proposals are great on creative, critical thinking and continuous assessment.  Short 
courses are wonderful.  It will be exciting to see what courses the schools come up with them-
selves�

I am a proponent of Chinese because of globalisation.  I hope to be involved with UCC in 
regard to tendering to produce the programme at second level.

The standard assessment tests are interesting.  I had hoped the ratio of continuous assess-
ment to State examinations at junior certificate level would be 60:40.  I like the idea of the 
school certificate but all schools will not have the name of Blackrock College.  There are ap-
proximately 750 second level schools.

I am concerned about the children who will drop out after the junior cycle, bearing in mind 
that one can legally drop out of school after 16.  These children might have no State examina-
tion.   They will have the standard assessment test, which is fair enough.

Deputy  Ruairí Quinn: At level 3-----

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: The Minister might tell me a little more about that be-
cause I am not fully sure about it.

As with Senator Moran, I am concerned about clientelism.  It exists in politics and, there-
fore, we cannot say it will be absent in education.  I am also concerned about poor teaching but 
I hope the Teaching Council will get rid of that.

Let me make one remark in support of parents.  The Minister should  set up a school-home 
intranet, accessible with a password.  This would enable teachers to upload their school notes 
and homework.  Parents could then check the homework their children are given to do.  By 
the time some parents come home, the children are too tired.  I was operating such an intranet 
system in a college in 2000.  It would not be very costly to introduce.  As Senator van Turnhout 
said, it would keep parents abreast of what their child is doing at school.  It would also make 
teachers very professional.  It would uplift them in that they would not always have to be chas-
ing the children.  All the relevant information could be placed on a platform.

I wish the Minister well and would like to hear his answers to the one or two questions I put 
to him.

Senator  Sean D. Barrett: I welcome the Minister to the House.  It is always interesting to 
hear his ideas on reform of education about which he has spoken for many years.  I would like 
to start in a different place, and I know that is a phrase used in a Kerryman’s directions.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: The Senator is going to start at university level.

Senator  Sean D. Barrett: No.  I will start at primary level but I thank the Senator for that 
prompt.  With the best wishes for the Irish language at heart, I wonder if the amount of time 
spent at primary level and the first part of secondary level on the language is part of what drives 
boys from a working class background from education?  They spend ten years learning the 
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language out of a book and never speak it.  I was trying to make those points during the debate 
on the Údaras na Gaeltachta legislation because I feared the provision to remove the democrati-
cally elected people might damage the Gaeltacht but we lost that argument.  However, we need 
the Gaeltacht in order that people will go there to speak the language.

Repeatedly learning a language from a book and never speaking it seems bizarre.  Does that 
do the Irish language much good?  Does it alienate young boys in urban areas from the educa-
tion system?  We have to address that, as the Minister has addressed many of the traditional 
problems in Irish education in what he is doing today.

Roddy Doyle could not write in Irish and, if he had, the Irish language perfectionist would 
have corrected virtually every second sentence.  I do not know what such a book would have 
looked like - a bowdlerised version of Roddy Doyle’s book.  We need Wayne Rooney Irish and 
Roddy Doyle Irish, by which I mean that it would be spoken.  The space we blocked out of Irish 
education to make a failed attempt to revive the Irish language did not help the language much.  
In the 1920s there was a science subject, rural science and nature study, and some languages.  
Research tells us that a good time to start to learn languages is when young people are at pri-
mary school.  We should include that in our remit.

I have heard the Minister speak in public and I agree there is a lot that is very good about 
Irish primary education but it does not mean that one would not examine the issue of the over-
whelming amount of time spent teaching the Irish language and that being at the cost of what 
happened in 1920s, namely, the removal of a science subject of a kind for that era and removing 
a language subject.

We face a number of problems, which we have all discussed.  There is the mathematics 
problem, to which the Minister repeatedly alluded in his speech.  Some figures from the Royal 
Irish Academy indicate that up to 80% of mathematics teachers feel they lack the necessary 
qualifications and, at primary level, they are lacking in confidence.  This is a case of úll agus úll 
eile, but if people feel they are lacking in confidence and they have not been prepared properly 
to teach that subject, that is a problem.

Another problem is that of foreign languages.  The Minister’s proposals to integrate teacher 
training into the full university experience would be very good for teachers.  They would take 
the full subjects and meet the range of people from all the other disciplines, their fellow stu-
dents.  Teaching is the most important thing we can do for the next generation and one might 
ask why we would educate teachers away from the context they need with all the other students.  
The Minister’s move to put that training on campus is extremely worthwhile.

The Finland experience is that a master’s degree is the normal qualification for a subject 
one teaches in school.  I fully agree with the Minister that children in school are that important 
- much more important than some of the business careers which brought the country into the 
current state of disarray it is in.

I express the hope that a distance does not develop between the authors of the report and 
the people they are sincerely trying to help.  For instance, in the first three pages of the report, 
there is a reference to the acronyms NCCA, SEC, DES, PLU, CPD and NFQ.  Could English 
be introduced in this context?  I have a concern that people in education are losing the empha-
sis on the classroom and the best relationship of all, namely, that between the teacher and the 
student.    There is an outburst of such use of acronyms in the first three pages.  Moreover, on 
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page 13, the acronyms CSPE, SPHE and NCCA appear, while there is another a lot of them on 
page 14, including L2LP.  If one is trying to interest the people the Minister mentioned in all 
of this, namely, 14 year old males, one should not drive them out unintentionally by speaking a 
language that no one except the specialists could understand.

In the time allocated to me, I wish to raise one further concern raised by those who will be 
directly affected, namely, some of the students.  They have approached me to indicate their 
preference to be assessed independently, rather than by teacher X, who may have had it in for 
the students ever since they came into the school.  While I obviously cannot comment, if one 
speaks to 14 year olds, as the Minister does, this sentiment exists.  They may believe it pref-
erable not to have school assessment because, for whatever reason, the students have never 
managed to get on with teacher X and are afraid the teacher in question will bring this into the 
students’ assessment.  Consequently, the students would prefer to have it done by the Depart-
ment of Education and Skills in Athlone on an impersonal basis.  Perhaps this is part of that 
tradition about which several Senators have spoken, that is, clientelism in Irish life.  Perhaps 
this is reverse clientelism, whereby one believes there are some human relationships in educa-
tion that have failed and which will rebound to one’s disadvantage, were this proposed system 
to bring about change. 

We must address the issue concerning working-class boys in the city areas and I would put 
Irish down as one of the problems.  As to how to get them to remain, the model I have in my 
mind is they might stay for the football and learn something, that is, if one has a broader cur-
riculum.  The Minister’s continuous assessment proposal is worth doing for them.  I understand 
the model is that such students might anticipate a dreadful exam in third year, which they had 
no chance of passing.  However, one would be able to tell them they already have accumulated 
many credits during their first three years and, consequently, it will not be that bad.  One could 
persuade them to remain on for the year to see how things go because they already had the 
points in the bag.  I note this also is a concern for the ESRI and if such an approach worked for 
them, it would be terrific, providing there are not the others, who fear handing over that power 
to teachers with whom they have an unsatisfactory relationship.  The Minister always is wel-
come in this Chamber with all his ideas on education and so on, of which there are many in this 
report.  Molaim an obair and I wish the Minister luck.

Senator  Aideen Hayden: I also welcome the Minister to the House.  In the main, I agree 
with many of the comments of many of the previous speakers, particularly those of Senator 
Barrett.  My own experience of teaching has been very limited and was limited to university 
teaching.  However, many of the difficulties one encounters at university level are the same as 
those one encounters at second level or at primary level.  The bottom line is we live in an era 
of change.  I do not know a single person under the age of 50 who is in the same job he or she 
was in 25 years ago and that is the bottom line.  Consequently, when one examines an education 
system, one must be contemplating an education system that focuses on self-directed learning 
as its core.

I have a question in respect of the numeracy and literacy strategy.  For the sake of argu-
ment, I note we live in an era in which technology is changing at a rapid rate and in which we 
are experiencing fast and rapid changes in the area of voice recognition software, for example.  
Consequently, why do we focus so much on having our children write reams of information 
when we should be asking them to embrace new technology?  Another issue, to which Edward 
de Bono points, is that while there is literacy and numeracy, there also is operacy.  In the future, 
operacy, that is, the ability to get things done, surely must be at the core of any curriculum.  In 
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addition, I note we place very little emphasis in our education system on verbal skills and yet, 
as one goes through life, qualities of leadership and the ability to verbalise ideas are critical to 
our system.

In respect of the junior certificate reforms, somewhat like Senator Barrett, I will end up with 
the university system, having started with the junior certificate.  There is no question but that 
the reforms to the junior certificate are both timely and long overdue.   Our education system 
at every level has suffered significantly in the past 15-20 years.  A core curricular system that 
requires learning off vast bodies of information, giving correct answers and repeating it is out-
landish in this day and age.  I congratulate the Minister.  I wonder how we tolerated the current 
system for so long.

Our current approach to learning is inherently boring.  Why do children from deprived 
backgrounds in particular have difficulty with the education system?  Not to put too fine a point 
on it, but if a household recognises the long-term importance of education and is willing to 
inculcate in students the stamina necessary to put themselves through the grind of learning that 
we require of them, the system clearly rewards educational attainment depending on a student’s 
family background.  Apart from the fact that this does not get the best out of our children, it is 
morally unjust.  This is the bottom line as far as our current system is concerned.

If the Minister is successful in changing the junior certificate, either he or a successor will 
have no option but to deal with the leaving certificate.  Amending the junior certificate will 
leave us with the anomalous leaving certificate.

I will address the university sector, as we must consider the education system as a whole.  I 
am sure that Senator Barrett has had a similar experience, but university lecturers tell me that 
it takes three years of a degree programme to move students from operating by rote learning to 
thinking for themselves.  I am not even convinced that three years will achieve this.

I found a college newspaper article written by a student of a principal university that shall 
remain nameless, as I would not like to give myself or Senator Barrett - I am from UCD and he 
is from Trinity - the pleasure of knowing where the student came from.  The student is on an 
exchange programme with another jurisdiction.  For the sake of argument, I will say Australia.

According to the writer, the leaving certificate is often criticised for placing more empha-
sis on being able to cram information, learn off essays and parrot it off in an exam rather than 
trying to create students who can think critically and creatively.  When students reach college, 
however, they learn that they are again expected to learn off notes and write down as many 
of them in an exam as they can if they are to succeed, with a few essays thrown in for good 
measure.  The student had only one exam during the semester in which the article was written.  
It was worth 50% of one module.  The other seven eighths of the course involved a range of 
exercises, for example, group projects, cross-disciplinary research essays, case notes, mooting, 
presenting in front of tutorial classes coupled with papers on the relevant topics, take-home es-
says and written reflective journal passages.

In the beginning, the student was overwhelmed by the amount of work and the requirement 
to use different skills in such exercises.  The student missed the cosy days of the nameless 
university where he could do a little work for most of the semester, spend the last few weeks 
catching up and cramming and still get reasonable marks.

However, the student noticed something.  He began to work hard consistently and stopped 
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leaving everything until the last moment.  Moreover, the student knew that, upon returning to 
Ireland, he would have learned a number of skills, including how to research properly, work in a 
group, speak in front of people, read psychological papers, critically assess the law, prepare for 
cases and give thorough legal advice.  The student had only been in Australia for one semester.

Ireland does not have a single university in the world’s top 100.  If we are to enter those 
ranks, we must focus on more than just the junior certificate, numeracy and literacy.  We must 
move on to the leaving certificate and overhaul the entire system.

I congratulate the Minister.  He should keep up the good work.

Senator  John Crown: I join with colleagues in welcoming the Minister to the House.  
There are many nice aspects to being in Seanad Éireann, but one of the nicer ones is that no one 
is ever in the press gallery and few are in the public Gallery.  It is like having a private audience 
with the Minister.  He must forgive me if I take this opportunity to try to earwig him regarding 
a matter that is relevant to the reform of the early part of secondary school.

5 o’clock

I have mentioned it previously, namely, that every student should do some science every 
year until the day he or she leaves school, hopefully not younger than approximately 18 years 
of age.  It should not just be done by people who are good at science or will make their careers 
in science.  It should also be done by those who will become poets, philosophers, trade union 
activists, public representatives and accountants.  Everyone should do science because it is the 
language of the universe in which we live and provides the explanations for the phenomena 
that we see daily.  The failure of an electorate or citizenry to be scientifically literate will pose 
colossal problems.

  I was reminded of this issue when I read an extraordinary story from Italy that rang of 
Copernicus and Galileo.  Six scientists have been arrested, face years in prison and may also 
face civil litigation for the crime of not being able to do something that no one can do, namely, 
predict earthquakes.  This spoke profoundly-----

Deputy  Ruairí Quinn: Their crime was to tell people not to worry and that there would 
not be one.

Senator  John Crown: The Minister should examine the entire issue and the nuance of 
their statement.  They stated that the data to date had not given a particular reason to be worried 
about an earthquake.  This was not unreasonable.  There are no data that can be used to predict 
earthquakes.

We live in a world in which nearly half of the citizens of the most powerful country with the 
largest economy believe that the world is only 6,000 years old, dinosaurs co-existed with hu-
mans, climate change is a vast, left-wing conspiracy, women possibly cannot get pregnant as a 
result of rape, vaccines cause autism, worrying about obesity in young children may cause eat-
ing disorders, there has been a vast outbreak of congenital malformations relating to the Cher-
nobyl tragedy of approximately 30 years ago - we now know that that tragedy has caused zero 
congenital malformations in the 27 or so years since its occurrence - homosexuality is a learned 
behaviour and one can become infected by having gay teachers, cancer is caused by a variety 
of different factors, schizophrenia is caused by one’s mother giving one conflicted views, etc.  
A great deal of bad policy can arise from having a citizenry that does not know about science 
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and the scientific method.

When I recently gave a talk at one of the Dublin festivals related to the innovation fair, I 
made the case for thoughtfulness and the use of the scientific method in areas that were not 
scientific.  It is the ability to leave ideologies and beliefs at the door, examine the facts and try 
to reach conclusions.  Our citizenry would be more rational, better informed and less prone to 
bizarre ideas if they understood science and its beauty instead of viewing it as something that 
must be turgidly learned, for example, repeating the periodic table of elements or the structure 
of DNA, information that is probably only relevant to people who will need it at career level.  
They must understand the method of science and that it is not an obscure act practised by people 
in white coats.  Science is all around us everyday.

All education, including the junior certificate course, should have a strong foundation in the 
scientific method.  To show that I am not a hard-hearted man, I also believe it essential and a 
cornerstone of the education system that everyone who finishes school should be able to speak 
and read at least one contemporary language other than their native language.  People need the 
core academic skills of English, maths, sciences and at least one language.  I wish the Minister 
all the best in his attempts to reform this and other parts of the curriculum.

23/10/2012FF00400Senator  Susan O’Keeffe: The Minister is welcomed every time someone rises, but it is all 
true.  I am sorry that Senator Reilly is not present, but I was reminded of a panel at which we 
both spoke during the general election.  Someone tweeted about her age and suggested that she 
stay home and do her homework.  I defended her afterwards.  Regardless of her age, she was en-
titled to be there, etc.  Perhaps I should withdraw my defence.  I defended her because someone 
attacked her for being so young, and now I have been reminded of precisely how young she is.

Much about the framework for the junior cycle is to be welcomed, but much must be done.  
The framework recommends that first year be about progress, second year be about purpose and 
third year be about product.  The Minister stated that first year students often lose out and do not 
make the progress they ought to.  Indeed, some regress.  To prevent this from occurring, what 
will be put in place to ensure that the bridge between primary and secondary levels is strength-
ened?  One cannot catch all children, but a concern has been expressed in the framework docu-
ment and needs to be addressed.

Where does the voice of young people appear in this reform?  It can be difficult, given the 
number of stakeholders and groups involved in organising any reform.  It is always brave to be 
the agent of change.

I wish to ask about the manner of the teaching.  People learn differently.  In particular, males 
learn more from doing, that is, the kinesthetic style of learning.  How will the brave new world 
of the junior certificate reform take cognisance of this fact?  Will this style of learning as well as 
visual learning be emphasised further?  Many young males lose out because the style of teach-
ing has traditionally favoured young females.

The list of available subjects does not include IT.  I am sure there is a reason, but forgive 
me if I am wrong.  I see technology on the list, but I do not know whether that includes IT, par-
ticularly in terms of programming.  Many young people are good at, and interested in, this area.

Recently, the House’s public consultation committee discussed lifestyles in terms of pre-
venting cancers.  Lifestyle is about what we eat and the amount of exercise we take.  The 
issue of physical education has been raised with the Minister.  Consider the stark figures - 
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some 300,000 children in Ireland, a figure that increases by 10,000 per year, are considered 
overweight and obese.  We cannot ignore this issue.  Dealing with it will require a joined-up 
Government approach.  The Minister is not responsible for health, but a hand-in-hand approach 
must be taken.  I am not wondering about making physical education compulsory, but about 
making it a subject.  Sport incorporates a broad field, for example, sports technology, sports 
management, sports nutrition, teaching and training, sports marketing, etc.  Many young chil-
dren are keenly interested in sport, but they do it alongside their academic activities.  Can sport 
be included as a subject?

Music and art are subjects, but can they be enhanced?  They play to children’s creative sides.  
Those of us with children want to nurture and nurture them and know the importance of that 
part of their brains.  Some parents struggle to provide such extracurricular activities due to the 
high cost.

My next point is on being well.  Senator Power referred to it and I have discussed it with 
the Minister in terms of bullying, self-esteem and the need for counsellors.  I hope that we are 
encouraging teachers not to teach subjects, but to teach children.  In the teaching of children, 
where do we include being well?  Is it a large plank of the Minister’s reforms?

Is there a possibility of ambassadors for learning?  These would be a group which young 
people like, such as sports personalities or writers.  Is there a way to engage with them so 
they can interact with schools?  There has been a very successful maths week, with hundreds 
of thousands of children taking part, and it has been described as the biggest maths week in 
the world.  That is brilliant and what we like to see, as children love to engage in that kind of 
once-off but exciting activity.  Ambassadors may help in a couple of other ways, and as Senator 
Crown mentioned science, we might have science ambassadors along with writing ambassa-
dors, for example.  A panel of such people should be properly organised and not be ad hoc�  I 
look forward to the Minister’s response.  I hope he keeps up the good work.

Senator  Mark Daly: I welcome the Minister to the House to discuss this very important 
topic.  I will begin with a  quote from a man who would know much about education and failure 
within the system, the former governor of Mountjoy, Mr. John Lonergan.  He stated that we 
teach our children how to make a living but we do not teach them how to live.  In reforming 
the junior certificate cycle I fear we are continuing that process.  We are sending our children to 
school for 14 or 15 years, teaching them subjects like French, Irish, English and history, and we 
expect that at the end, they will be able to speak French, Irish and English.  Nevertheless, we do 
not teach them how to be active citizens.  Having sent them through the education system for 
14 or 15 years, we wonder why children are not active citizens, why they do not vote or wish to 
participate in politics and public life, or why they are not involved in their local communities.

As other Senators have pointed out, why are children not healthy?  This country has a sig-
nificant rate of suicide.  There will be short courses on civics, social and personal education, 
CSPE, as well as health education.  Mr. Lonergan has seen all the failures in our education and 
society coming through his doors because people probably did not have the benefit of great 
parents like me and others in this House, who taught us at home how to be active citizens and 
have good mental health.  He has seen those failures and education must take up that role.  Short 
courses are a step in the right direction but they are peripheral.  We are continuing the mistake 
of teaching children how to be economic units of production and make a living while failing to 
teach them how to live.  As we have seen with the surging rate of suicide in the country, educa-
tion can play a pivotal role in teaching children how to deal with depression or spot early warn-
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ing signs of suicide in friends.

Harvard has a saying that if something is not being measured, it is not being done.  Short 
courses will not be measured by examination.  The Minister inherited a system driven by exams 
and points and it cannot be changed overnight.  We must start measuring CSPE all the way up, 
making sure children know there will be an exam on the topic.  There should be a similar pro-
cess with health education, because if there is not, teachers will not be very engaged.  They will 
go through the system but the benefits can be hit or miss, depending on the school.

I go back to using the points system against itself.  When I did the leaving certificate, it 
was all about points, which led to people getting into university.  The points system dictated 
the course a person would get.  The Minister in looking to reform the leaving certificate and 
the junior certificate could look to active citizenship, which is the most important element of 
a society.  It should not just be about economic units of production.  Pádraig Pearse described 
the education system 100 years ago as the “murder machine” and although it is much improved 
since, we are still teaching children just to be economic units of production.

The Minister might consider an active citizenship subject that could be an optional extra for 
the leaving certificate.  If a student took the subject, the marks would extend to seven subjects 
and there would be additional points for the total.  Perhaps it could be an additional 50 points, 
with most of the subject covered in the first year of the programme, with a practical element in 
the final year.  We should focus the minds of students on being active citizens.  Short courses 
are valuable but Mr. Lonergan would point out that his experience in Mountjoy Prison indicates 
a failure of our education system, and we must put active citizenship at the core rather than the 
periphery of our education system.  In that way our children and future generations would be-
come the citizens they should be rather than economic units of production.

23/10/2012GG00300Senator  Martin Conway: Senator Daly mentioned the Harvard saying that if something is 
not being measured, it is not being done.  As somebody who had the great privilege of attend-
ing Harvard as a student for a period, I know another great phrase is “bringing the best” from 
people in every sense.  That sums up what the Minister is trying to achieve with this new frame-
work for the junior certificate.  I was in the last year to do the old inter certificate.  At that time 
we felt somewhat cheated that this new junior certificate was to be introduced in the following 
year, solving all the problems.  It did not do so and even with the best of schools, 10% of the 
population has a difficulty with literacy and numeracy.  That is 10% too many in a country that 
prides itself on having one of the best education systems in the world.  We may have had it at 
one time but the fact has been diminished.

One in every three pupils may have difficulties with literacy and numeracy in disadvan-
taged schools.  That is a shameful statistic for any country in the modern world.  I agree with 
much of Senator Daly’s contribution and we are very fortunate to have a Minister who is totally 
committed to all elements in society.  The worst aspect of our education system is a process of 
cramming in the last number of weeks before a set of exams, or the grind schools which have 
mushroomed over Ireland to cram the information into students for regurgitation.  Unfortunate-
ly, the system has moved to third level institutions.  When I was in college we had exams once 
a year during the summer but I am thankful that many of the colleges and universities now have 
continuous assessment.  The University of Limerick was one of the first to embrace the notion 
of continuous assessment and is one of the most successful universities in terms of graduates 
gaining employment.  Other universities are also moving in that direction.
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This new framework is radical, like the Minister, and we should not be surprised.  There 
will be continuous assessment and the parents will have a paramount responsibility, along with 
teachers and school management.  Society will also be involved.  With those elements playing 
a part, we will have a more holistic education system.  We need an analytical education system, 
where a student can analyse and argue a point as opposed to regurgitating information.  That is 
not learning.  That is not what our education system should be about.  We should be equipping 
young people to be able to analyse life critically and whatever situation they are in.  That is 
educating them for life.

I agree with previous speakers who said this framework needs to be extended to the leaving 
certificate.  We cannot have a situation where one examination effectively dictates the career 
paths of young people.  If they get the points, they may do something to which they are not 
suited.  If they do not get the points, they will end up spending a year of their life repeating the 
leaving certificate to get into a course which may not suit them.  Some universities have said 
this system is not working and have introduced alternative admissions policies.  We need to 
reform the leaving certificate radically as well.

In a points driven examination situation, the people who suffer most are the vulnerable and 
those with disabilities who may not be able to compete in that type of pressure cooker environ-
ment.  Their true talents and abilities would shine in a continuous assessment scenario.  Con-
tinuous assessment is the way to go if it is done properly and if the proper structures are in place 
to ensure its credibility is beyond reproach.  I believe that will be achieved.  We are moving into 
a period in Irish education which will be exciting and challenging and which will restore our 
reputation as one of the best places in the world to learn.

Senator  Michael D’Arcy: There has been much talk about radical reform but I am con-
cerned that many children will have been in the system for ten to 12 years and that some of them 
will have been well and truly abandoned by the time they get to the junior certificate.  Senator 
Barrett spoke about primary education being the core while others spoke about teaching chil-
dren to read and, once they are able to read, teaching them how to learn.

I am concerned about abandonment, which I have raised in this House on a number of occa-
sions.  I do not know how many schools there are in the State - I realise I am stretching beyond 
the remit of these statements but it is the only opportunity I will have to put this to the Minister 
- but a number of schools which should have DEIS status do not have it on the basis of legacy 
decisions going back to 2005.  Those schools have all the social ills and difficulties required 
for DEIS status but they did not get the status for whatever reason.  I do not want to get into a 
big debate about the gerrymandering that went on and who got what, about which the Minister 
knows and which happened mid-way through the previous decade.

What is the Minister going to do about it?  He has the opportunity in the upcoming budget 
to do something about this.  To do nothing would suggest he is not a reforming Minister.  I put 
this to him in a particularly hard manner for one reason, namely, there is one of those schools in 
the area in which I live and which I have discussed with him.  It is taking the same cuts as the 
schools in the leafy middle class suburbs which are capable of taking some, or most, of those 
cuts.  The schools about which I am talking that should have DEIS status cannot take the cuts 
which have been, and may be, made.  Something must be done in the budget in order that these 
schools are not ignored and abandoned.

There is social deprivation in this particular area, of which the Minister is aware, but this 
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school is losing home-school-community liaison teachers and is taking the same cuts as schools 
in comfortable areas.  That is reprehensible.  Many plaudits were thrown at the Minister in this 
debate, and rightly so, but on this occasion, nothing has happened and I have been banging this 
drum for the best part of ten months.  To say nothing happened is incorrect in that the cuts the 
schools were told were coming have all come.  Those schools simply cannot absorb those cuts 
and reductions.

I hope the Minister will do something about it.  I will not drop this issue and Senators will 
have heard me raise it on the Order of Business on several occasions.  I will be the first person to 
support the Minister if he has to make other cuts in other areas because I know of the economic 
difficulty we face.  I expect this to be cost neutral to the Department.  If the Minister does this, 
he will have my full support even though there will be an impact on many other schools.  The 
Minister and the Department must not be allowed to continue to abandon those schools that 
do not have but which should have DEIS status and which need something from him and his 
Department.

Minister for Education and Skills (Deputy Ruairí Quinn): I thank the 13 Senators who 
spoke in this debate for their comments and for the general support I have received from Fianna 
Fáil, Sinn Féin, the Independents and my Government colleagues.  There is much meat in the 
document, and I will not repeat it now, but I want to focus on literacy and numeracy and then 
on the actual junior certificate and how it will be rolled out.

As Senator Power said, the literacy and numeracy levels were a wake-up call and it was 
recognised by the Department.  Work had begun on a strategy before I became Minister and I 
have acknowledged that elsewhere and do so again now.  It is systematically looking at learning 
outcomes at certain stages - second class, fourth class, sixth class and second year - on literacy 
and mathematics, or numeracy.  There will also be a science dimension.  That testing in second 
year, at approximately age 14, will be one of the four components that will feed into the school 
report which will come at the end of third year and which will have three other components to it.

There will be the assessment of project work.  I note many Senators used the phrase “con-
tinuous assessment” but it is more project-based assessment rather than continuous assessment.  
This was brought to my attention by one of the teachers’ representatives on the National Coun-
cil for Curriculum and Assessment as misleading and, in some cases, creating a certain concern, 
so it is project assessment which, in most cases, comprises 40% and which is done over second 
year and third year.  The examinations will be set by the State Examinations Commission in the 
first instance and then, over time, as we see how much confidence there is in the system, they 
will probably be set by the school itself.  As I said, the State Examinations Commission will set 
the papers for the eight to ten subjects a student will do.  The reason I went from eight to ten 
was to provide a wider range of choice.  Two short courses can make up a full course or a full 
subject.

The fourth component of the assessment will be the normal school assessment which will 
try to capture all the things the examination does not, for example, the ability of the student to 
interact, his or her communication skills and what he or she has done in terms of music, sport, 
leadership, debating, communications or articulation.  All of those things will form part of it.

I will not go through the individual contributions Senators have made but we know from 
experience, and many Senators have rephrased this, that the most popular teacher in first year is 
the teacher who teaches all around the subject, who actually brings it to life and who makes it 



Seanad Éireann

100

interesting.  By sixth year, or even third year, that teacher becomes the most unpopular because 
they are not teaching to the test.  We know the whole culture alienates certain kinds of young 
people, a high cohort of which are working class boys.  In many cases, the environment of the 
school and the way subjects are taught, as Senator O’Keeffe said, appeals more to a different 
kind of mentality and has those sorts of outcomes we have seen.   While the NCCA produced 
a good document, which I have endorsed from an education and pedagogic point of view, the 
main issue we had to get our heads around was how we locked that into a terminal in an ex-
amination.  The decision not to have a high stakes State examination frees up three years and 
transition year where many of the proposals Members mentioned could be achieved.  We will 
watch and measure and there will be standards.

For example, I refer to the concern expressed by Senator Barrett and others about a teacher 
being biased in third year.  We will ask them to do what they do in second and fifth years in 
third year.  In so far as there will be bias in this regard, that will be a problem for the school.  
We will also through the State examination system and the Department, send them the average 
results in a subject and we will outline to the schools how they are faring against average school 
performance.  We will develop this in consultation with them.  They will have their own results.  
A three-stream school will probably have 90 pupils.  It will get results on the way it marks them 
and we will be able to show how that compares with the national average and whether they are 
in the band, above it or below it.  In principle, this is what we will do.  We are proceeding to 
work out the detail as to how we do it.

The second most important question was why it will take such a long time.  We will start 
with the cohort going into the junior cycle in September 2014.  Three years later they will do a 
different English examination and we will bring in other subjects over the following four years 
based on the capacity of the system to absorb the change and the experience we have had with 
Project Maths.  We will review it all along the line.

I refer to the concerns expressed about whether this will change student behaviour and 
whether this will enable students to learn.  We had a great deal of discussion in the Department 
about this and I believe it will totally change the dynamic within the system in that the dread 
felt by young people going into third year because they have to sit the junior certificate which 
they treat as a dress rehearsal for the leaving certificate will disappear.  Between first and fourth 
years, including transition year, there will be a space within which one can come of age as a 
young person.  We have all been through that.  By the time a pupil leaves sixth class, he or she 
is a big person on the edge of adulthood in some cases.  He or she is towering over the four 
year olds in the playground and moves from a school in which the teachers come to him or her 
generally in a fixed room and from a relatively small building to the equivalent of a shopping 
mall where on the hour, every hour crowds rush out into the corridors and everyone knows 
where they are going except the pupil and everybody is bigger.  It is like snakes and ladders with 
the pupil at the bottom.  As adults and parents, we know some young people do not make that 
transition satisfactorily and, therefore, as Senator O’Keeffe said, it is not just about teaching 
subjects.  History teachers have as much responsibility for literacy as English teachers.  Trying 
to instill that in the system is part of the role of leadership within the school system and neces-
sitates teachers themselves changing.

When we were designing the literacy and numeracy strategy, there was a recognition that 
initial teacher education was incomplete and had to a certain extent lost its way, more time 
needed to be provided in this regard and the additional time should be focused on pedagogic 
skills.  We need that at both primary and secondary level for teachers but we also need it for 
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university lecturers.  They have to learn how to teach as well.  Their brilliant qualifications are 
not of themselves an indication that they are good communicators or teachers.  I am examining 
the education system in a holistic way.  This is a specific reform, which will inevitably trans-
form the leaving certificate.   It will be also be transformed from another direction.  We are into 
detailed negotiations and discussions with university heads about the changing the foundation 
course approach in the third level sector.

Professor Áine Hyland’s paper is available on transition.ie.  She examined what happened 
over the past 15 to 20 years.  The number of undergraduate courses in the third level sector, 
particularly in universities, increased by 300%.  Universities are basically like football teams.  
They want the best players or students and they have constructed the courses in such a way 
that pupils get feedback saying they need 500 points to law in college X or university Y.  They 
never indicate in many cases, although they are required to, how many places are available for a 
course such as law and German or law and Sanskrit.  That debate has started with the third level 
administrators and while I do not want to anticipate the outcome, we are moving to a position 
where the first year for most people in third level will have an element of foundation about it.  
For example, in engineering in UCD, with which I am familiar, students do a basic foundation 
course in engineering in first year and it is only at the end of that year that they decide to become 
a mechanical, electrical or civil engineer.  Professor Hyland cited the University of Melbourne.  
The specialisation of courses at an early stage is a phenomenon in the English speaking world, 
which is not unique to Ireland.  In Melbourne, they have reverted to eight or ten foundation 
courses across the menu of options it has and people travel through that.

Members referred to the reaction of the teachers’ unions to this issue and said they were 
not consulted.  My brothers and sisters in the labour movement and in the unions have an un-
derstanding that consultation means negotiation.  We are not negotiating about the destination.  
We are going for a new junior certificate examination and it is my responsibility as Minister to 
take the best advice available, which I obtained within the Department and from the NCCA, to 
evaluate the options and to examine how the new curriculum can be implemented.  As I have 
said repeatedly, including at the NAPD conference in Galway last Friday, this is where we want 
to go.  We will take eight years to get there and, therefore, there is no rush, unlike what hap-
pened in Britain where by trying to implement a quick fix in their system, irreparable damage 
has been done, according to the specialist journals in the area.  We will consult all concerned, 
including the unions, about how to implement the passage to the destination we want to reach.  
This is not a political project in one sense.  It is an intensely ideological political project in 
that we are trying to reform education but it is not an electoral project.  There will be at least 
two general elections in the eight years it will take to implement this process.  It is much more 
important to get it right than to meet an arbitrary deadline.  The Department examined its own 
experience and the advice is that with the time provided we will meet the deadline.  The time 
required will give us the necessary space in which to deal with legitimate concerns people have 
and to develop responses to the queries and questions that have been raised.  By reforming the 
junior cycle component of second level, which is probably the weakest link in the education 
system, there will be an inevitable impact on transition year and the final two years in school 
during which there will be a proper State matriculation, leaving certificate type examination.  
More than 60% of our young people take on some form of third level engagement.

Senator Barrett referred to the question of Irish language learning.  That is an issue for an-
other day and there is only so much change one can mobilise at any one time.  I was sent a copy 
of an interesting new book by Donal Flynn about the history of the language revival movement 
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and where we are now.

I thank Senator Reilly for Sinn Féin’s support.  Everyone spoke about the tragedy that is 
our literacy and numeracy standards.  We cannot be complacent about it.  Senator Averil Power 
referred to the resources made available.  We will save some money from the State Examination 
Commission but we will spend more in terms of resourcing pupils and teachers through con-
tinual professional development, working with the Teaching Council and a number of measures 
in that area.  The proposed cost of the literacy and numeracy strategy, including the changes in 
initial teacher education, is €19 million over a period of time.  In that context, I saved €3 million 
by closing down the pilot project for modern languages in 500 primary schools out of our 3,200 
schools.  It was not recommended to be mainstreamed by the NCCA after being in existence 
for 12 years.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: Why was that?

23/10/2012KK00300Deputy  Ruairí Quinn: The NCCA did not reckon it was worth mainstreaming.  We hope 
our primary school teachers, who now study for four years and who are coming from the top 
15% of leaving certificate results, will have at least one modern continental language and will 
be able to teach it as primary school teachers so that we do not need dedicated primary school 
language teachers.  We would like to move in that direction.

With regard to initial teacher education at secondary level, we are not yet developed in terms 
of what we want to happen but my personal political view is that someone who wants to qualify 
as a secondary school teacher should have an experience of teaching across the spectrum rather 
than being the bright young boy or girl in school, going to university, doing an arts degree, 
coming back as a local hero to the school when undertaking teaching experience and going on 
to teach in that school.  It is too incestuous and there are serious problems for secondary school 
teachers in terms of the nature of the school contract at second level.  These are issues I want to 
discuss with the joint managerial body, JMB, and others because the career path is not as clear 
in second level for teachers of subjects as it is for primary school teachers in the primary school 
system.  The attraction of good teachers into the secondary school system is a key component 
of reform of the junior certificate.

I have covered the points raised by the Senators.  On the question of science, Senator Crown 
is correct.  The tea party phenomenon that is part of the United States and the creationist mu-
seum in one of the southern states of the US, where there is a saddle on a dinosaur to indicate 
that they were contemporaneous inhabitants of the earth, is hard to credit and hard to understand 
but is not confined to the United States.  The teaching of evolution based on evidence does not 
happen in large sections of the world.  Science is a critical component.

We are trying to examine the capacity within our schools, with 730 post-primary schools.  
The new ones we are building have a population of 800 to 1,000, which provides us with a 
critical mass that enables schools to provide subject choice at higher and ordinary level, the 
required support services, the school orchestra, for example, and an array of sporting activities 
and the arts.  These are the elements that produce the kind of rounded young person we want to 
have, confident in themselves and able to look after themselves from the age of 15 or 16.  We 
are trying to achieve that through the reform of the junior certificate, which we do not yet have a 
name for but which will evolve.  We are doing so in two ways, by articulating the curriculum the 
NCCA developed over a long period, and by deliberately removing the junior certificate State 
exam, which has a distorting effect on behaviour, from mock exams at Easter to the outcome.  
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It exists to the extent that youngsters, including my son, who is now in his leaving certificate 
year, automatically convert results into points.  When he emerged with his junior certificate 
results, he told me how many points the results represented.  That is the distorting effect and 
it is distorting the way teachers perform because they are required to get results.  Parents and 
schools demand results and this creates a backwash effect, which prevents the wider spectrum 
of young people, whose needs our current system of education does not address adequately.  
With the implementation of this, the changes we can begin to negotiate in the leaving certificate, 
in tandem with and in parallel to this eight year journey, will allow us to radically improve the 
second level experience.

Finishing with an anecdote, the Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport, Deputy Leo 
Varadkar, and I went to a photocall for the Gathering in one of the schools in Marlborough 
Street.  Young children were writing to their relatives to encourage them to come to Ireland for 
the first time.  Instead of the normal configuration of tables in a primary school, for those Mem-
bers familiar with it, the desks were set out in serried rows.  I asked the deputy principal of the 
school why the desks were assembled in this fashion.  One of the aides or PR people explained 
that a photographer was present and they wanted it to look like a real school.  Real schools at 
primary school level have abandoned serried ranks and there are now clusters of four and five 
children facing each other and learning together in group learning and discussion.  The prob-
lem exists at second level, where students sit in ranks and rows.  The culture in primary school 
is more developed and more advanced than at second level.  This measure will go a long way 
towards achieving that.  We will monitor it and consult and inform as we go along.  No one has 
a monopoly on wisdom and we are open to full and comprehensive consultation on how to get 
where we want to go.  The destination is not up for negotiation.

Acting Chairman (Senator Pat O’Neill): When is it proposed to sit again?

Senator  Jim D’Arcy: At 10.30 a.m. tomorrow morning.

Adjournment Matters

Civil Registration

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: The Minister of State is very welcome and I greatly ad-
mire him, as he knows, but he is the wrong Minister for this topic.  I wanted to ask the Minister 
for Social Protection to outline the progress and the next steps to amending the Civil Regis-
tration Act to enable the registration of deaths of Irish people who die abroad.  I have raised 
the topic with the Minister and, since then, she asked me to meet with the Registrar of Births, 
Deaths and Marriages.  I did so and he promised me a memo would come to Government.

I will explain the problem.  Young people go on holiday on student visas to the US and 
sometimes deaths occur abroad.  Two young people died abroad two years ago and one parent 
spearheaded this major campaign entitled Bring Them Home.  It is now a Facebook campaign 
with 4,200 people seeking the registration of Irish people who, sadly and tragically, died abroad 
while on holiday or on a student visa.  The Minister is faced with a dilemma.  How long should 
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they be out of the country before we register their deaths abroad?  Currently, this only happens 
in exceptional cases, namely, if the person is a member of the Defence Forces, Naval Service 
or Army.  I am speaking today about people who die abroad and whose families want their 
deaths registered in Ireland.  I am not sure if the Minister of State is aware of this but as things 
stand if he or I died abroad our death would not be registered in Ireland even though this is our 
country of residence, which is incredible.  Our passports would remain live and for all intents 
and purposes here we would be alive because our death would have only been registered where 
it occurred, with the death certificate available for use in Ireland for administrative purposes, if 
necessary.  However, one’s passport could be misused, although that is not my motivation for 
raising this issue.  My motivation is the genuine desire of families to have the death abroad of 
their Irish citizen child, brother, sister, husband or wife, registered in Ireland.  

This matter was the subject of discussion at the Joint Committee on Education and Social 
Protection during the last term and has also been discussed in this House.  I hope that the Min-
ister of State, Deputy McGinley, has some good news in terms of when the Minister proposes 
to address this issue.  I received a letter from the Minister on 15 October which states:

Any broadening of the current provisions requires careful consideration given the num-
ber of people who live and die in other countries and who have, or are entitled to have, Irish 
citizenship.  This issue is currently being considered by my Department, along with a num-
ber of other proposed amendments to the Civil Registration Act.

The Minister states that she intends to introduce legislation early in 2013.  I am imploring 
that this issue be addressed in that Bill.  Perhaps the Minister of State will say if cost is a con-
sideration in this regard.  I believe all of the families with whom I have met, to whom it matters 
so much to have their loved one’s death registered in the country where they were born, would 
be willing to pay €100 for such a death certificate.  I should point out that my understanding of 
this issue comes from families in Galway.

Minister of State at the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht  (Deputy  Din-
ny McGinley): I thank the Senator for raising this issue.  I understand that the death of a loved 
one abroad is particularly difficult for families involved.  This issue, along with a number of 
other proposed amendments to the Civil Registration Act 2004, is currently being closely con-
sidered in the Department of Social Protection.  In this regard it is hoped that legislation will be 
introduced in 2013.

Under the provisions and procedures governing the registration of deaths in Ireland, which 
are contained in Part 5 of the Civil Registration Act 2004, where a death occurs in the State it is 
the duty of a qualified informant, normally a relative of the deceased, to attend at a registrar’s 
office and register the death on foot of a certificate of cause of death supplied by a registered 
medical practitioner.  Where a death is referred to a coroner, it is registered by a registrar on 
foot of a coroner’s certificate.

In general, only deaths which occur within the State can be registered.  However, section 39 
of the Act provides for the following exceptions: the death of an Irish citizen on board a foreign 
ship or a foreign aircraft travelling to or from a port, or an airport, as the case may be, in the 
State; the death of a person on board an Irish aircraft or an Irish ship; and the death of a member 
of the Garda Síochána or the Permanent Defence Force or of the spouse or specified members 
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of the family of such a member outside the State while the member is serving outside the State 
as such member.

Section 38 of the Act makes provision for the registration of a death of an Irish citizen do-
miciled in the State in certain specific circumstances.  Where the death of an Irish citizen do-
miciled in the State occurs abroad, the death may be registered here if there was not at the time 
of the death a system of registration of deaths in the place where the death occurred, or such a 
system that applied to such a death, or it is not possible to obtain copies of or extracts from civil 
records of the death, namely, a death certificate.  In other words, if the death could not be regis-
tered or if a death certificate could not be obtained, the death can be registered here.  Although 
the number of such cases is extremely small it is considered reasonable to make provision for 
them.  The reasoning behind these provisions is simply to ensure that where deaths cannot be 
registered abroad, they can be registered here and that in all cases the relatives of the deceased 
have available to them a certificate of the death for personal, legal and administrative purposes.

Usually, when an Irish citizen dies abroad, the death is registered by the civil authorities in 
the place where the death occurred and a certified copy of the death registration is obtainable.  
This certificate, translated if necessary, is normally sufficient for all legal and administrative 
purposes here and for these reasons alone there is no necessity for the death to be registered in 
the State.  Any broadening of the current provisions will require careful consideration.  It will 
be appreciated that the number of people who live and die in other countries and who have or 
are entitled to Irish citizenship is very large.  This would have implications for the registration 
process and for the vital statistics relating to deaths which are derived from registered events.

The number of Irish citizens who are domiciled in Ireland and who die abroad is relatively 
small in the context of total deaths occurring here in any given year.  However, I am acutely 
conscious that each figure represents a tragedy and because the deaths take place away from 
home it is an additional heartache for the family.  As I have said already, a death certificate is 
readily available in the overwhelming majority of these cases.  However, I do appreciate that 
many families of the deceased strongly believe that registration here of the death, would give 
recognition of the death in the person’s country, which would also assist during a period of 
considerable grief.  I am aware that the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education and Social 
Protection has recommended amendment of the current legislation to enable deaths of Irish 
citizens who have died abroad to be registered here.

As stated, any broadening of the current provisions requires careful consideration given the 
number of people who live and die in other countries and who have or are entitled to Irish citi-
zenship.  I again thank the Senator for raising this issue.  The Minister hopes to bring forward 
legislation in this regard in 2013.

Senator  Fidelma Healy Eames: I thank the Minister of State for his reply.  It is great to 
hear that legislation will be introduced in 2013.  I take this opportunity to acknowledge the 
persistence of Mrs Yvonne O’Reilly, her husband and children, from Galway in pursuing this 
matter.  Mrs. O’Reilly whose first born child, a son, died abroad is a champion for many others 
in terms of seeking to have her son’s death recognised and recorded in the country of which he 
was a citizen.  As stated by the Minister of State, this would help in the grieving process.  It is 
amazing what can make a big difference to people.  This is important not alone to Yvonne, who 
is the beacon of light that has championed this issue and brought it to my attention, but to the 
many other families who presented during the last term at the meeting of the Oireachtas Joint 
Committee on Education and Social Protection.
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Deputy  Dinny McGinley: I come from an area similar to that from which Senator Healy 
Eames comes.  Many of my constituents have also lost their lives abroad, some in tragic cir-
cumstances.  I understand the grief of such families and what solace it would be to them to have 
the death of their loved ones registered in their native country, as proposed by the Senator.  I 
will pass on the Senator’s views to the Minister for consideration.

Domiciliary Care Allowance

Senator  Tony Mulcahy: The best way of setting the tone in terms of this issue is by way of 
example.  I have recently come across a number of cases involving applications for domiciliary 
care allowance, in respect, primarily, of young children with intellectual disabilities.  One case 
involves a young child of four and a half years who is in nappies, cannot talk and struggles to 
walk and has been clinical diagnosed by a qualified clinical psychologist-occupational therapist 
as having autism, among a number of other challenges.

6 o’clock

An application form with the full clinical diagnosis is sent to the Department on behalf of 
the child who has been assessed by all of these highly-qualified and highly-trained medical 
professionals in the HSE.  However, a medical assessor in the Department makes a decision, 
without ever seeing the child or consulting with the therapists or the child’s parents, that the 
child does not qualify or meet the criteria for domiciliary care allowance.

  I ask the Minister of State to convey my concerns about this matter.  We are all aware of the 
lengthy delays in dealing with the applications.  I question the qualifications of many of the as-
sessors.  It is important and only fair to the citizens of the country that applications are assessed 
by somebody appropriately qualified.  I wonder whether sometimes assessments are not carried 
out at all by a medical practitioner of any description, but are decided upon by somebody in the 
Department without being forwarded for clinical assessment.  It baffles me how somebody can 
make an adjudication on whether a child qualifies for domiciliary care allowance without actu-
ally seeing him or her.  I will ask a supplementary question after I hear the Minister of State’s 
reply.

Deputy  Dinny McGinley: Domiciliary care allowance is a monthly payment to the par-
ent or guardian of a child with a disability so severe that the child requires care, attention and 
supervision substantially in excess of another child of the same age.  The allowance is currently 
paid to more than 24,000 parents and guardians in respect of 26,000 children at a cost of ap-
proximately €100 million in 2011, with the accompanying respite care grant costing a further 
€45 million.

The Department has 22 medical assessors including the chief medical advisor and the acting 
deputy chief medical advisor.  A further three medical assessors have recently been appointed 
by the Public Appointments Service and are due to commence work in the first week of Novem-
ber 2012, which is in a fortnight’s time.

The Department’s medical assessors are fully qualified and experienced practitioners who 
provide a second opinion to that of the person’s own doctor for the guidance of deciding of-
ficers.  Their assessments conform to the ethical conduct and behavioural guidelines of the 
Medical Council.  Medical assessors are required to be medical practitioners who are on the 
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general register of medical practitioners while holding an appointment.  They must have at least 
six years’ satisfactory experience in the practice of medicine since registration.  Many of the 
medical assessors have specialist postgraduate qualifications.  They also have special training 
in eligibility assessment and disability evaluation.  The medical assessors are committed to con-
tinuing medical education to ensure standards are maintained and enhanced.  On-going medical 
education is provided by national and international experts in the evaluation of disability.  There 
are also regular meetings and seminars under the direction of the chief medical adviser where 
a range of medical issues and developments in the occupational medicine field are discussed.

Medical assessors are not specifically assigned to any one particular scheme and all deal 
with domiciliary care allowance applications.  All of the medical assessors have access to the 
medical review and assessment case management system where they complete desk assess-
ments of medical evidence submitted with regard to customer claims, appeals and reviews on 
all of the Department’s disability and illness related schemes.

Senator  Tony Mulcahy: The answer is there - desk reviews are completed, which means 
one sits at a desk and decides.  Given we have so few medical assessors I ask the Minister of 
State to ask the Minister for Social Protection to list the actual qualifications of each of the 25 
assessors without naming them.  I will reserve my opinion until I receive this information.

Deputy  Dinny McGinley: As the Senator acknowledged, a further three assessors have 
been appointed and are due to commence work in the next week or two and this is a step for-
ward.  I will convey to the Minister for her consideration the Senator’s request for the actual 
qualifications of the assessors.

National Monuments

Senator  Mark Daly: I seek an update on the transfer of Elizabeth Fort in Cork city to Cork 
City Council.

Minister of State at the Department of Finance  (Deputy  Brian Hayes): I thank the 
Senator for raising this matter.  Elizabeth Fort, which I visited recently, is an Elizabethan star 
fort at Barrack Street in Cork city.  Located close to St. Finbarr’s cathedral, it is of consider-
able historical significance and possesses commanding views of the city and its surroundings.  
A functioning Garda station, known as Barrack Street Garda station, is located within the walls 
of the fort.

The fort has been identified by Cork City Council as being of particular relevance in de-
veloping its tourism strategy.  Discussions have been ongoing between the Commissioners of 
Public Works and the council and it has been agreed in principle that access to the fort, and in 
particular to the ramparts with their magnificent views, will be made available to the council 
by way of licence for the purposes of opening them up to the public.  A draft licence is awaited 
from the council and, once a licence is completed by both parties, it is understood that the coun-
cil plans to run educational tours of the fort initially, as a preparatory step to opening it up more 
extensively.

Any proposal for a permanent transfer of ownership of the fort to the council will depend on 
agreement on terms and conditions between the commissioners and the council, including, in 
particular, the relocation of the Garda station to suitable alternative premises.  It is understood 
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that the council is formulating proposals in this regard for submission to the Office of Public 
Works.

Senator  Mark Daly: I thank the Minister of State for his reply and for all his work in the 
OPW on this and other issues.  I know of his passion with regard to Daniel O’Connell in Kerry 
has helped enormously in Derrynane and Caherdaniel.  We look forward to welcoming him 
back to Kerry again.

Deputy  Brian Hayes: I thank the Senator for his very kind remarks.  The OPW is keen to 
move this issue on.  Significant public investment was made in the ramparts some years ago by 
the OPW and of late people have not had an opportunity to see the views of Cork.  I have taken 
a particular interest in this.  Given the fact that we do not have the money to have tour guides 
there I am more than happy for Cork City Council to do so if we come to an agreement on the 
licence.  I am grateful for the opportunity to state publicly in the House that once work on this 
licence has been completed by both parties we will be able to move into a more constructive 
phase when the city council can take guarded ownership of the site and use it for its tourism 
potential.

Bank Branch Closures

Senator  John Whelan: I thank the Minister of State for coming to the House.  I am glad 
to see him here because I know he takes the matters we raise here seriously and will address 
them to the best of his ability.  Where will I start with regard to AIB?  It is in State ownership 
but not under State control because the same people are still running it in their own image and 
likeness and doing what they see fit with scant regard for the public interest or for the interest 
of their loyal and long-standing customers.  The manner in which the bank is not dealing with 
mortgage arrears has been well rehearsed and I will not go into it this evening.  It leaves much to 
be desired to say the least.  Regardless of what the bank says, it is certainly not being supportive 
of small businesses or making credit available to them.  As the Minister of State is aware, to add 
insult to injury, we face the imminent closure of AIB branches in 56 towns around the country.  
This is a further blow to the self-employed and the small businesses in these communities.

I accept that the Minister of State, the Minister for Finance and the Government cannot 
micro-manage every decision and start running AIB.  God knows, it has enough executives to 
do that.  At the same time, we must bring some influence, common sense and reason to bear on 
the matter.  One of the bank branches due for closure this week is in Portarlington, which has a 
population of 8,000 according to the current census.  That could not be considered a small town 
by any stretch of the imagination, in fact, it is one of the fastest growing towns in the country.  

I may appear to be coming to this issue very late in the day but it was not something with 
which I wanted to trouble the Department of Finance and the Minister of State.  We tried to 
exhaust every possible avenue with AIB management at area, regional and national level with 
the director of regional banking.  However, we were stonewalled at every attempt to even get 
AIB to consider deferring the decision until after Christmas.  We asked AIB to consider post-
poning the decision so its socio-economic impact, the question of whether there were any viable 
alternatives and what arrangements AIB would put in place for their long-standing customers 
could be considered, without prejudice to the commercial nature of the decisions AIB was mak-
ing with regard to the closures and rationalisation that may be required within its operations.  
Hundreds of businesses will not only be discommoded but put at serious risk.
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AIB contends that An Post will make facilities available but there are serious limitations and 
restrictions on the amount of cash An Post can handle.  I am not happy that sufficient alterna-
tive arrangements have been put in place by AIB with An Post and I do not believe An Post is 
capable of coping with the additional business.  In many of the post offices about which we are 
talking, there are already queues out the door so I cannot understand how anyone is expected to 
do business there with their business account.  

I will conclude with my primary question.  I do not want to be alarmist or create problems 
that are not there but I believe the withdrawal by AIB of night safe facilities in Portarlington 
and forcing business customers to drive to towns like Port Laoise and Tullamore for cash trans-
actions will pose a security risk for these businesses at a time when Garda resources in these 
towns are already stretched to their limits.  I implore the Minister of Finance and Government to 
intervene even at this late juncture, for common sense to prevail and for the safety and security 
issues of this decision to be put into the melting pot as part of the process so some time is bought 
until these factors are considered.  

Deputy  Brian Hayes: Could I put on the record of the House the official reply so that we 
might have an exchange of questions if it is of some use because I am well aware of this issue?  I 
have already dealt with it in this House in connection with County Kerry and in the other House 
in connection with one or two other areas.  I understand the Senator’s frustration as a represen-
tative of the people given the dramatic announcements made by AIB in July of this year.

As the Deputy will be aware, and notwithstanding the fact that the State is a significant 
shareholder in AIB, the Government must ensure that the bank is run on a commercial, cost-
effective and independent basis to ensure the value of the bank as an asset to the State, as per 
the memorandum on economic and financial policies agreed with the EU Commission, the Eu-
ropean Central Bank and the IMF.  A relationship framework has been specified that defines the 
nature of the relationship between the Minister for Finance and the bank, in this case AIB.  This 
framework stipulates that the Minister has no role in the commercial decisions of the bank, with 
these decisions remaining the responsibility of the board and management of the institution.

As the Government has stated previously, the Senator will appreciate that it is an inevitable 
but unfortunate consequence of the necessary restructuring of the banking system - and return 
to viability of the sector - that branches in certain towns and villages across the country will be 
closed.  The Government appreciates that the branch closures will have an impact on certain 
towns and villages but the Department has been informed by AIB that the bank is working very 
closely with its customers to ensure that the disruption is minimised and to provide a range of 
alternative banking options, such as use of local post offices and mobile banking facilities to 
affected customers.

As part of AIB’s restructuring plan to return the bank to profitability and reduce dependence 
on State support, significant cost reductions are required over the coming years.  In this regard, 
AIB announced its branch rationalisation programme in July 2012.  The bank’s branch overhaul 
will include a combination of six amalgamations, 16 full branch closures and 45 sub-office 
closures across the country.  In total, 67 locations will be impacted, equating to about 27% of 
AIB’s branch network.  It is worth noting that AIB will still have about 200 branches in Ireland 
post-rationalisation coupled with an additional 80 EBS outlets.  Nevertheless, to mitigate the 
impact of the branch closures on customers, AIB intends to strengthen its long-standing rela-
tionship with An Post and, at the same time, is also launching a new mobile bank service to 
provide certain banking services to customers in remote locations.  The mobile service will al-
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low customers to make lodgements and withdrawals, to pay bills and to order foreign exchange.

At the moment, AIB banking services are available in over 1,100 An Post outlets nation-
wide.  The current services at any An Post outlet allow AIB customers to make cash lodgments 
for personal and business customers, avail of cash withdrawals up to €600 per day, pay their 
credit cards bills and use any of An Post’s own branded services, including bill payments, postal 
drafts and foreign currency.  In addition, AIB plans to build on this successful relationship with 
An Post and has arranged for additional banking facilities to be available in over 90 selected 
outlets.  AIB and An Post management are working closely together at local, regional and na-
tional level to ensure the successful launch of this enhanced service and An Post staff will be 
fully trained to offer this new service in advance of the branch closure dates.  As part of the clo-
sure process, the bank is also engaging extensively with customers, businesses and community 
groups in affected areas to ensure there is an adequate understanding about the rationalisation 
process and is endeavouring to keep all stakeholders fully informed to minimise any inconve-
nience.  Clearly, it is not succeeding in that regard if what the Senator is telling me is the case, 
despite the paragraph I have just read to the House.  

In respect of Portarlington, I am informed that customers of AIB are co-operating with 
An Post to ensure the provision of enhanced banking services at post offices in Monasterevin, 
Rathangan and Kildare.  Furthermore, following the closure programme, there will be AIB 
branches within about 11 miles of Portarlington.  On the issue of security, I understand that AIB 
have a dedicated SME cash management team available to meet with business customers and 
discuss their cash management requirements and the alternative services available including 
merchant terminals, CIT services and night safes.  

I readily concede that it is not perfect but there is an inevitability surrounding the Govern-
ment’s decision to support the new pillar bank structure.  Following our election to Government 
in March 2011, we said we would radically restructure the banks.  An inevitable outcome of 
this requires that the banks become smaller, leaner and meaner in the sense of their operation 
and that they cut down radically on their cost basis.  I am reliably informed that only one in ten 
transactions are now completed by customers in branches so the great majority of people are 
moving to online services.  That is another inevitable development of the commercial banking 
system.  It seems that despite the decision take in July 2012, AIB management clearly has a lot 
of work to do in persuading customers in these locations that the service that will be left either 
through An Post or elsewhere will meet the standard that is there.  

As I said in my initial reply to the Senator, and I am sure he appreciates this, we are prohib-
ited as a Government from directly intervening in the day-to-day management of the bank.  It 
is strictly prohibited despite the fact that we on behalf of the people own the bank.  We cannot 
direct it to take steps in the manner that the Senator might suggest.  Our task is to use persuasion 
in this House.  If a better-configured service can emerge from these discussions, so be it.  It is 
inevitable, however, that there will be branch closures when major restructuring exercises take 
place.  I very much hope a much better job will be done by the bank in communicating this to 
its customers.  There are customers who have been loyal for many years, and they did not get 
the banks into the trouble that required the State’s bailout.  The banks clearly need to up their 
game in that regard.

Senator  John Whelan: I fully realise that the Minister of State’s hands are tied and I know 
he would do his utmost to address this matter if he could.  While Allied Irish Bank may be get-
ting leaner, it is certainly getting meaner.  Its lack of ability to engage with its customers in this 
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case must be noted.  I am baffled as to how it could be economically and commercially viable 
to close a bank branch in Portarlington, which has a population of 8,000.  I assure the Minister 
of State that the alternative provisions the bank is saying it is making available nearby in Mon-
asterevin and Kildare represent an appalling effort.

Many of the business owners in Portarlington, in particular, are considering moving their 
business and accounts en masse, lock, stock and barrel, to an alternative bank.  I would not 
blame them for doing so.  I hope the bank will at least have the courtesy to engage with its 
customers on the very serious security and safety issues associated with cash transfer the lack 
of night-safe facilities.  Those concerned admit they will have to drive 20 km to AIB branches 
elsewhere.  I hope this does not expose any businesspeople to a security risk or place additional 
strain on the local post offices.  I thank the Minister of State for his concern and the decency of 
his reply.

23/10/2012OO00300Deputy  Brian Hayes: The Senator is rightly using his time in this House to articulate the 
concerns of people in this area.  He is also setting down a very strong marker for the bank in 
respect of what may occur following the rationalisation decision.  He is fully within his rights to 
raise this matter publicly on the floor of this House.  I would like to believe that, following this 
exchange, the bank will, at the very minimum, respond to the Senator on his clear reservations 
about its decision and set out in a concrete way the reasons it is closing the branch in question.  I 
would like to believe it will meet the Senator not only to explain its position but also to assuage 
him regarding the concerns he has raised publicly.

We need a totally new banking culture in this country, not only in terms of lending decisions 
but also in terms of knowledge of local communities.  Bank personnel ought to understand what 
represents a good or bad risk in their communities.  We need a new culture of respect for and 
engagement with communities.  I refer to the very communities that have been loyal supporters 
of the banks over many years and which did not put the banks into the appalling circumstances 
in which they now are and from which the State had to bail them out.  I very much hope the 
senior management of the bank will respond to the Senator to assuage his concerns and set out 
in clear, concrete terms the rationale for its decision and the result of its cost-benefit analysis.  
If the bank cannot do so, it will lose business, as the Senator stated.  This would be to the detri-
ment of its interests, profitability and viability in the long run.  I thank the Senator for raising 
this matter.

The Seanad adjourned at 6.25 p.m. until 10.30 a.m. on Wednesday, 24 October 2012.


