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Dé Céadaoin, 15 Bealtaine 2013

Wednesday, 15 May 2013

Chuaigh an Cathaoirleach i gceannas ar 10�30 a�m�

Machnamh agus Paidir.
Reflection and Prayer.

Business of Seanad

15/05/2013A00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I have received notice from Senator Kathryn Reilly that, on the 
motion for the Adjournment of the House today, she proposes to raise the following matter:

The need for the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government to 
discuss the alignment of local authorities; the timeframe for the proposals; the work of the 
working group he has set up; and the proposed pilot schemes�

  I have also received notice from Senator Thomas Byrne of the following matter:

The need to ask the Minister for Health the up to date position regarding the provision 
of services to Ashbourne Primary Health Care Centre�

  I have also received notice from Senator Mary Moran of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Health to intervene on behalf of a person (details supplied) 
in acquiring a home orthopaedic bed which is urgently required�

  I have also received notice from Senator David Cullinane of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Health to discuss the Higgins report, and the ramifications 
it will have for hospitals in the south-east region and for patient care across the south east�

  I have also received notice from Senator Martin Conway of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Justice and Equality to establish as a matter of urgency a 
panel of equality experts for equality mainstreaming supports to the SME sector, given that 
the EU funding for this programme runs out at the end of 2013�

  I regard the matters raised by Senators Reilly, Byrne, Moran and Cullinane as suitable for 
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discussion on the Adjournment and they will be taken at the conclusion of business�  Senator 
Conway may give notice on another day of the matter he wishes to raise�

Order of Business

15/05/2013A00400Senator  Maurice Cummins: The Order of Business is No� 1, motion re arrangements for 
the address to the House by Mr� Jim Higgins, MEP, on Thursday, 16 May 2013; No� 2, state-
ments on wind energy, to be taken at the conclusion of the Order of Business and to conclude 
no later than 1�20 p�m�, with the contributions of group spokespersons not to exceed six minutes 
and those of all other Senators not to exceed four minutes and the Minister to be called on to re-
ply to the debate no later than 1�15 p�m�; No� 3, statements on the OECD review of the Irish pen-
sions system to be taken at 3 p�m� and to be adjourned no later than 4 p�m�, with the contribution 
of each Senator not to exceed five minutes and the Minister to be called on to reply no later than 
3�55 p�m�; No� 4, Seanad Bill 2013 - Second Stage, to be taken at 4�30 p�m� and to conclude no 
later than 6�30 p�m�; and No� 35, Seanad Electoral Reform Bill 2013 - Second Stage (resumed), 
to be taken at the conclusion of Private Members’ business, with Senator Crown to have two 
minutes to reply to the debate�

15/05/2013A00500Senator  David Norris: Can the Leader clarify whether the Minister will conclude the de-
bate on the OECD review or if it will continue another day?

15/05/2013A00600Senator  Maurice Cummins: I am hoping the Minister will come to the House another day 
to debate the matter as only an hour has been allocated to it�

15/05/2013A00700An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I remind the House that Senator John Crown has only one min-
ute remaining on his Private Members’ Bill�

15/05/2013A00800Senator  Thomas Byrne: I welcome today’s schedule to some extent�  While it is slightly 
heavier than usual, it is worth reminding ourselves that the reason there is a deficit of legislation 
before the House is the related deficit of legislation before the Dáil.  But for the fact the Dáil 
has Question Time and more extensive statements, it would not be doing a whole lot either�  It is 
about time the public realised there is hardly any legislation coming from the Government�  The 
Government is not producing legislation�  Controversial Bills, like the property tax Bill, will be 
rushed through towards the end of the term�  This week, it became apparent that Fine Gael and 
Labour councillors will be able to increase the property tax substantially despite the promises 
made by the Minister�  It was included in the Bill but it did not come out in the debate�

15/05/2013B00200Senator  Pat O’Neill: Or decrease it�

15/05/2013B00300Senator  Thomas Byrne: We would love to see that�  It will not happen�

15/05/2013B00400Senator  Pat O’Neill: Dublin City Council says it will reduce it�

15/05/2013B00500Senator  Thomas Byrne: We are coming towards the precipice again this term�  Controver-
sial legislation is likely to come before us at the end of the term�  It will be rushed through and 
passed because of the Government’s massive majority�  It is about time people were informed 
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that little or nothing of any substance is going on in the Parliament as a whole�  It is about time 
people realised that and about time the Opposition highlighted it�  It is about time the Govern-
ment did something about it and legislated to improve people’s lives�

We are looking for an urgent debate on the changes to the health service mooted yesterday�  
In that vein, I propose to amend the Order of Business to have an urgent debate today about the 
small hospital framework and the proposed grouping of hospitals in the two reports published 
yesterday by the Minister for Health�  It is important to have the debate today�  The reports are 
very vague and we do not know what will happen.  Specific commitments have been given to a 
number of hospitals, including Kerry, Wexford, Letterkenny and Waterford�  I congratulate the 
Leader on the representations I assume he made in respect of Waterford�

There are winners and losers in this report�  Among the losers are Clonmel, Kilkenny and 
Castlebar, of which there is no mention in terms of the retention of services�  Navan is be-
ing downgraded yet today Deputies are reissuing promises about the accident and emergency 
units despite the fact that the report is very clear that the accident and emergency units will 
be reduced in status and hours�  There is a major question mark over the regional hospital for 
the north east, which was promised in a front-page article in The Meath Chronicle two weeks 
before the election.  At a briefing session last night, the Minister for Health, Deputy Reilly, de-
nied any knowledge of this�  There is also considerable doubt about services at Sligo hospital 
although there is a suggestion it will be linked to Letterkenny, which is specifically mentioned 
for the retention of services�  We need a debate to clarify exactly what is going on, who asked 
for what, who got what and whether this is being done for political interests, in the interest of 
consultants or in the interests of patients�  I propose an amendment to the Order of Business�

With regard to the price of oil and gas and specifically motor fuels, a European Commission 
investigation started with dawn raids on a number of premises in the UK�  There are serious 
concerns about the price of fuel in this country�  Taxation is one aspect of this but another is the 
pricing of oil companies�  It is opportune for us to have a wide-ranging debate on this without 
straying into the European Commission investigation�  We could examine the price of fuel and 
why we are paying very high prices in the country�

15/05/2013B00600Senator  Ivana Bacik: It would be good to have a debate on the hospital reconfiguration 
plan, which has received a broad welcome, although we do not think it should be today�  I add 
my welcome to it�  It is an ambitious plan with a clear objective of delivering high quality and 
safe patient care and maximising good outcomes for patients�  The concept of centres of excel-
lence has, by now, been accepted by everyone-----

15/05/2013B00700Senator  Thomas Byrne: The parties on that side were slow learners�

15/05/2013B00800Senator  Ivana Bacik: ------and that people need to see hospital reconfiguration.

15/05/2013B00900Senator  Thomas Byrne: The parties on that side objected to, and opposed, the cancer 
services------

15/05/2013B01000Senator  Ivana Bacik: To be fair, that was-----

15/05/2013B01100An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator Byrne should allow Senator Bacik to speak�

15/05/2013B01200Senator  Ivana Bacik: If Senator Byrne will allow me finish, I was trying to be fair, as I 
always am, by saying it was a concept initiated by the previous Government�  It is not a concept 
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that belongs to this Government�  It is now established and understood in the health services that 
it is the best way to deliver good outcomes for patients�

15/05/2013B01300Senator  Thomas Byrne: It is now understood�  It took the parties in government a while 
to learn�

15/05/2013B01400Senator  Ivana Bacik: I also call for a debate on the terms of oil and gas exploration�  We 
should welcome the announcement by the Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural 
Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, to review the fiscal terms on oil and gas production and he is seek-
ing expert advice on the best way to ensure maximum fiscal gain for Ireland.  It is in line with 
the Labour Party manifesto commitment to initiate a wide review of the tax regime for oil and 
gas exploration�  It is an area around which there is the major concern about the terms on which 
oil and gas exploration companies have been able to conduct drilling and investigations�  It is 
good to see a review of it�  It would be good for the House to debate the terms on which oil and 
gas production should take place�  I ask the Leader for a debate before the summer recess�

I welcome the announcement by Dublin City Council that the dublinbikes scheme will be 
expanded to Kilmainham and Inchicore, on one side, and to the North Wall quay on the other 
side�  The dublinbikes scheme has been an enormous success in terms of increasing the number 
of people cycling in the city�  It is good to see that there will be 950 additional bicycles in this 
major expansion, which will be completed by July 2014�  It will create extra jobs but it is also 
a major asset to our capital city�  I welcome the expansion�

15/05/2013B01500Senator  Feargal Quinn: I agree entirely with the Leader’s deft handling of the Order of 
Business�  Managing two Seanad reform Bills on one day in the House is not easy�  The second 
Bill, by Senator John Crown, will only take one or two minutes but it is great to get it behind us�

I refer to the number of people jailed for not paying their television licence fee�  The number 
increased by 50% last year�  I knew people did not pay their television licence as it has a 15% 
non-compliance rate�  That 50% more people are going to jail for not paying their television 
licence fee means there must be a better solution than the one we have�  This is particularly the 
case when the Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, 
says that next year he will do away with the television licence in so far as everyone must pay 
a licence fee irrespective of whether they have a television set�  It will increase the number of 
people who go to jail�  The Minister for Justice and Equality, Deputy Shatter, is already con-
cerned about the number of people going to jail�  I had no idea so many people were going to 
jail for not paying their television licence fee�

I refer to what has been announced about substituting low carbon streetlamps in Scotland�  
The savings arising from 100% low energy streetlamps are considerable�  In Aberdeenshire, 
40,000 streetlamps were costing a substantial sum, £1�6 million, and streetlamps made up 
10% of the total carbon footprint of Fife Council�  The measures, which include investment 
of £350 million in low carbon measures, will reduce energy bills by £900 million in respect of 
streetlamps alone�  I have not heard this being discussed and it is something to which we should 
draw attention�  Scotland set the example and we can learn from it�

15/05/2013B01600Senator  Michael Comiskey: I welcome the deal done on discards in Brussels after a 
marathon session�  I congratulate the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food for chair-
ing the meeting.  This will address the issue of badly depleted fish stocks.  It is immoral to see 
millions of tonnes of fish being dumped overboard just because fishermen were not complying 
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with quotas�  The deal will mean a ban of 93% of discards immediately and a full ban by 2019�  
The reforms will help sustain the stock into the future.  It is welcome news for the fishermen 
around our coasts�

15/05/2013B01700Senator  David Cullinane: I welcome the Higgins report published yesterday�  I was dis-
pleased with the way the Minister for Health, Deputy Reilly, handled himself in terms of brief-
ing the media first before briefing Oireachtas Members.  He left us waiting for our briefing and 
the briefing took place outside of the Oireachtas, not in the Oireachtas, which was disrespect-
ful to all of us�  In contrast, Professor Higgins gave an excellent presentation on the report, on 
which he should be commended�  It is important that Members have a debate on this issue�  The 
Leader is aware the new configurations will have profound applications for acute hospital ser-
vices across the State for generations to come and not simply for decades�  There are some posi-
tive aspects of the report, which I welcome, but people also have real and genuine fears on the 
establishment of these groups or trusts�  They pertain to how they will operate, the composition 
of their boards, their democratic accountability or lack thereof in respect of them and the fact 
that having six autonomous groups competing against one another for patients and services po-
tentially will have implications for smaller hospitals�  The Leader and I are from the south east, 
where there was real concern that two hospitals in the region located in Wexford and Kilkenny 
would be taken out of the south-eastern configuration and placed in a new grouping with hos-
pitals in Dublin and regarding the consequences that might have for Waterford Regional Hos-
pital in the long term�  All these issues must be teased out properly�  People have genuine, real 
concerns and fears about all this and Members have a responsibility to ventilate them properly, 
as well as to challenge and question the Minister�  I again ask the Leader to arrange for such a 
debate and that it would take place as soon as possible�

15/05/2013C00200Senator  Jimmy Harte: I ask the Leader to arrange a debate on an issue I raised recently 
regarding a provision within the insolvency legislation, whereby VAT will be charged for the 
service�  The Minister might come into the Chamber to clarify this point because I have in-
vestigated the issue and found the same situation arose in the United Kingdom�  The position 
there was challenged and VAT is not now charged in the United Kingdom on the provision of 
the same type of service�  Many couples and families who engage with the personal insolvency 
system will be hit with a 23% VAT charge on the cost and while one is told this will be borne 
by the banks, in effect such costs will be borne by the client�  Consequently, I ask the Minister 
to consider this point and I will forward to him the legislation from the United Kingdom that 
overturned the tax authorities’ interpretation of it�  However, the Minister or the Minister of 
State should come into the House to explain the reason VAT is being charged here for a service, 
whereas it is not being charged in the United Kingdom for an identical system�

Second, on the property tax, if the Opposition read the legislation everyone knew it con-
tained the 15% provision�  It was not a story released on a bank holiday Monday�

15/05/2013C00300Senator  Thomas Byrne: It was a bombshell�

15/05/2013C00400Senator  Jimmy Harte: It was not�  The Labour Party group in Dublin City Council has 
committed to reducing it.  I have not heard the Fianna Fáil councillors make such a commit-
ment�

15/05/2013C00500Senator  Marc MacSharry: This is the Seanad�

15/05/2013C00600An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Through the Chair�
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15/05/2013C00700Senator  Thomas Byrne: That promise will be taken in the spirit in which it was given�  It 
will be broken�

15/05/2013C00800Senator  Marc MacSharry: I second the amendment proposing that the Minister come to 
the House to debate aspects of the hospital groupings as a transition to independent hospital 
trusts�  It is what it does not contain and certainly, I congratulate the Leader and his colleagues�  
The south east definitely won its political argument, not least for maintenance but to be en-
hanced to being a university hospital�  In that regard, well done to the Leader in this regard�  
However, the report does nothing to address the blatant disregard for the patients of the north 
west, in the context of how the clinical programmes, which cater so well for 80% of the popu-
lation, completely ignore the health of the people in that area�  The region lacks both cardiac 
catheterisation facilities and cancer services despite all that is known - I need not mention again 
all the broken promises made before the election�  When I asked Professor Higgins last night 
about commitments and about what would be the position in the future for the population of 
250,000 people served by Sligo Regional Hospital and Letterkenny General Hospital, he simply 
expressed the hope that this synergy would continue�  However, it simply cannot be managed 
from University Hospital Galway, where the consultants themselves readily admit that hospital 
is beyond capacity�  At present in Sligo, at particular times it takes an hour to get an ambulance�  
One hears talk of an air ambulance which, in the winter, for example, will fly up to 3 p.m.  I 
hope people can time their heart attacks because otherwise, they are dead�

As for last night’s briefing, I completely agree with my Sinn Féin colleague.  It was a uri-
nation on the Houses of the Oireachtas to brief the media, the unions and everyone before the 
people’s representatives�  Thereafter, Members were brought to a hotel across the road, only to 
wait for an hour as the Minister arrived late�  Then I had Professor Higgins, for whom I have 
the utmost respect, tell me the road between Galway and Sligo will be improved in the fullness 
of time�  Is such a level of disdain and absolute contempt what the people who, on foot of the 
pre-election promises, are expecting Senator Ivana Bacik’s centres of excellence, must accept?  
This document is a sham�  It does nothing for the people of the north west, who had better make 
sure they do not have heart attacks or expect cancer treatment until the road is done up in the 
fullness of time, in the words of Professor Higgins�

15/05/2013C00900An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator’s time is up�

15/05/2013C01000Senator  Marc MacSharry: How dare he?  Another amendment to the Order of Business 
will be proposed tomorrow until this debate takes place and until Members receive a level of 
commitment that the people of the north west of Ireland are truly equal to the rest, rather than 
George Orwell’s definition in which some people are more equal than others.

15/05/2013C01100Senator  Deirdre Clune: As Members speak, workers in the Pfizer plant in Cork are being 
briefed on the proposed consolidation of the operations in Cork in particular.  Pfizer employs 
2,500 people in this country and this news comes as no surprise, as the company had flagged 
that it would be consolidating in light of products going off-patent and because getting drugs 
to a manufacturing point now is becoming extremely difficult and competitive.  My thoughts, 
and I am sure those of all Members, are with the workers and their families today, as they wait 
to hear Pfizer’s plans.  It has been indicated they could result in job losses towards the end of 
2014.  However, I appeal to the Minister, the IDA and Pfizer itself, which has stated that the 
plant located at Little Island can and should be sold for the purpose of operating as a similar 
manufacturing facility�  IDA Ireland in particular has much knowledge on would-be investors 
in such a facility and I ask it to act immediately without delay to seek a potential purchaser of 
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this site and to ensure that valued jobs in this facility can continue�

15/05/2013C01200Senator  David Norris: I disagree with my colleague, Senator Byrne, as there is no dearth 
of legislation at all�  Anyone who looks at the Order Paper can see this quite clearly�  It contains 
more than 30 Bills and there are three or four pages of Bills listed�  I have never seen so much 
legislation on the Order Paper and have never seen less in the House�

15/05/2013C01300Senator  Trevor Ó Clochartaigh: Hear, hear�

15/05/2013C01400Senator  Brian Ó Domhnaill: Hear, hear�

15/05/2013C01500Senator  David Norris: The reason for this is not the responsibility of the Leader of the 
House, who is a good and efficient Leader.  It is because a decision has been taken by the Tao-
iseach, Deputy Enda Kenny, and his colleagues to downgrade Seanad Éireann and deliberately 
to inhibit it in its work in furtherance of his purpose to extinguish this organ of democracy�  This 
is what is going on�  It is a disgrace and should be resisted but Members must know exactly and 
focus on what is the position�

I ask the Leader for a debate on human rights, by which I mean a rolling debate�  In a previ-
ous Seanad, I called for a rolling debate, which we eventually had, on the economy in order that 
Members could monitor the situation all the time�  The human rights situation must be moni-
tored in particular, because it also is being downgraded in the interests of finance.  A signal of 
this development was the renaming of the Department of Foreign Affairs as the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade�  In this context, for example, I refer to organ harvesting in China�  
One can fly into Shanghai, one goes to Hospital No. 1, one orders a liver and a prisoner is se-
dated�  Moreover, on occasions I understand the organs are removed from the body when this 
person is still alive�  This is not acceptable�  In addition, there are the self-immolations in Tibet 
and our friends in America are using drone aircraft to murder people without any trial or ac-
cusation but simply through the pushing of a button�  Consequently, we face a violation of the 
most fundamental aspects of human rights�  Similarly, I refer to the case of Mr� Magnitsky in 
the Russian Federation, as well as an attempt to blackmail the Oireachtas Joint Committee on 
Foreign Affairs and Trade by the Russian Embassy, which threatened-----

15/05/2013C01600An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Does the Senator have a question for the Leader?

15/05/2013C01700Senator  David Norris: Yes, I seek a rolling debate because there are so many such issues 
and I note the anniversary is approaching of the arrest and detention of all the leaders of the 
Baha’i religious group in Iran�

11 o’clock

This would help to counterbalance the necessary emphasis on finance.  We should not extin-
guish our interest in human rights�

15/05/2013D00200Senator  Denis Landy: I wish to raise the issue of the voluntary registration of approved 
bodies that provide social housing�  In 2012 the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan, asked 
the bodies to register voluntarily�  Will the Leader obtain for us an update on this issue?  There 
are 700 voluntary housing groups, but very few have of them have registered voluntarily�  It 
may be time to have a statutory requirement to do so�  Tenants who move into voluntary housing 
units require assurance of their tenancy and guarantees on the maintenance and upkeep not only 
of the house but also of the estate�  The public investment in the units needs to be safeguarded 
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and this can only be done by regulation�  Since the 700 organisations are not registering vol-
untarily, I ask the Leader to contact the Minister of State responsible for housing, Deputy Jan 
O’Sullivan, on this matter in order that she will bring forward legislation�

15/05/2013D00300Senator  Terry Leyden: I support the views expressed by Senators Thomas Byrne and 
Marc MacSharry on the issues associated with the new report, The Establishment of Hospital 
Groups as a transition to Independent Hospital Trusts�  Roscommon is mentioned twice�  On 
page 27 it is stated there is a plan to locate a rehabilitation centre at Roscommon County Hos-
pital as part of the national clinical programme for rehabilitation�  On page 89 the very same is 
stated�  The report does not mind repeating itself�  Rehabilitation is actually carried out at the 
Sacred Heart Hospital in Roscommon�  What is occurring is a further downgrading of Roscom-
mon County Hospital�  Promises were made by the Taoiseach in Roscommon town, as a result 
of which Fine Gael got two seats in Roscommon-South Leitrim�  The promise was broken�  One 
could not trust anything said by the Minister for Health, Deputy James Reilly, from whom one 
would not buy a second-hand car�  The poor man does not know the truth from reality�

15/05/2013D00400An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Does the Senator have a question for the Leader?

15/05/2013D00500Senator  Terry Leyden: I have many questions for the Minister�  We know he broke the 
promise�  He wrote to the people of Roscommon-----

15/05/2013D00600An Leas-Chathaoirleach: As the Minister is not here to answer those questions-----

15/05/2013D00700Senator  Terry Leyden: I wish he were here more often�  It is said there can be no fur-
ther downgrading�  Our Lady’s Hospital in Navan will lose its accident and emergency unit�  
Louth County Hospital, Dundalk, St� Columcille’s Hospital in Loughlinstown, the hospitals in 
Mallow, Bantry, Nenagh and Ennis, St� John’s Hospital in Limerick and Roscommon County 
Hospital have all lost the accident and emergency facilities�  A hospital without an accident and 
emergency unit is a shop without a front�  It is the beginning of the end for a hospital�

15/05/2013D00800Senator  Maurice Cummins: Nonsense�

15/05/2013D00900Senator  Terry Leyden: We can see the reality in Roscommon�  A Member of the Oireach-
tas had to resign from Fine Gael because he felt it was not nonsense�  The point is that HIQA 
will be used as a front line to downgrade other hospitals�  The report is of no consequence to the 
people of Roscommon�  It is but a further death knell�  Professor Higgins certainly has not done 
smaller hospital any favour�  The Government has betrayed every commitment it made prior to 
the general election�  Every promise it made has been broken and they continue to be broken in 
a dictatorial manner�

15/05/2013D01000An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator’s point is made�

15/05/2013D01100Senator  Maurice Cummins: Rubbish�

15/05/2013D01200Senator  Terry Leyden: The Senator should not be crowing so much about Waterford be-
cause Waterford hospital has lost its status on foot of the linking with Wexford and Kilkenny�  I 
would not be that proud of the achievement in Waterford�

15/05/2013D01300Senator  Colm Burke: I am surprised at the comments of the Leader of the Opposition this 
morning�  He referred to the delaying of legislation�  It is 21 years since the X case judgment 
was given.  When Fianna Fáil was in power, it did absolutely nothing about it.
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15/05/2013D01400Senator  Thomas Byrne: There were two referendums�

15/05/2013D01500Senator  Colm Burke: The Opposition should not criticise the delay in the legislation when 
it did nothing in 21 years�

15/05/2013D01600Senator  Thomas Byrne: That statement must be withdrawn�

15/05/2013D01700An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator Colm Burke to continue, without interruption�

(Interruptions).

15/05/2013D01900Senator  Thomas Byrne: The Senator is misleading the House�  The politicians all crowing 
about-----

15/05/2013D02000An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Will the Senator, please, resume his seat?

15/05/2013D02100Senator  Colm Burke: On this issue, there have been three days of public consultations and 
we face another three�  It will be interesting to see who will be around at 7�45 p�m� on Friday 
and Monday nights during the consultations�  We are to have legislation in this area and will 
ensure it is passed by the end of this term�  To suggest we are rushing legislation through is 
totally incorrect�

I welcome the Higgins report�  For far too long, too many hospitals, even those in one loca-
tion such as Cork, where a number are providing the same type of care in particular areas, have 
been subject to an inefficient arrangement.  Reconfiguration could ensure there would be a far 
more efficient service and more value obtained in service provision.  I welcome the Higgins re-
port’s comments on reorganisation�  What is proposed represents a structured way of providing 
a comprehensive health service�  Let us have a debate in this House on the issue�

On the cost of health care, one kidney transplant in this country saves €750,000�  In Norway 
there are 370 people on dialysis because 300 transplants are carried out per year there�  We carry 
out 150 and have 1,800 people on dialysis, despite Ireland having a similar population to that 
of Norway�  We have done absolutely nothing about long-term planning in health care�  Over 
€100 million is now being used to fund dialysis services�  If there had been long-term planning 
in the past 15 to 20 years, the number on dialysis would have been greatly reduced�  That is why 
the Higgins report is welcome�  It is important that we have a debate in order that the relevant 
information can be circulated�  I ask the Leader to arrange it�

15/05/2013D02200Senator  Trevor Ó Clochartaigh: Chuir an ráiteas a rinne an Ceannaire inné beagáinín 
imní orm.  I was quite concerned by the Leader’s reply yesterday.  The reason given for the lack 
of legislation in the Houses was that there was a backlog in the Office of the Attorney General, 
which is underresourced in putting through pending legislation�  I ask the Leader to expand 
on this and tell us how the Government intends to deal with the matter�  Will it make more 
resources available?  If it does not, the Cabinet will be merely like a fleet of buses without any 
diesel.  It will not be able to go anywhere until the legislation comes through.  This stifles the 
work of both Houses�

With a view to co-operating and suggesting possible moves we could take in this House, 
we would like to examine European legislation�  An e-document made available in the Library 
& Research Service this week is very important�  It is a Green Paper on a 2030 framework for 
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climate and energy policies�  There is to be public consultation lasting until 2 July allowing 
member states, EU institutions and stakeholders to express their views on the type, nature and 
level of potential climate and energy targets for 2030 but also on other important aspects of EU 
energy policy�  This would be a very constructive debate to have in this House�  It is obvious 
that the European Union is asking each member state to engage in consultation on this matter 
and answer before 2 July�  Perhaps having such a debate might be considered�

15/05/2013D02300Senator  John Kelly: Senator David Norris mentioned that we should have a debate on the 
economy�  I raise an issue concerning the local economy, particularly the cost of diesel and the 
variation in cost from one part of the country to another�  In some towns in County Mayo one 
can buy diesel for €1�41 per litre�  As one travels east, one notes garages are selling diesel for 
€1.53 per litre, representing a difference of 12 cent per litre or, in some cases, €8 or €9 per fill of 
diesel�  We have discussed the issue of cartelism in the House before�  There must be a degree 
of cartelism in various towns because in any town one will not see one supplier selling diesel 
for €1�41 a litre and another for €1�53�  The prices in any town will all be either €1�41, €1�48 or 
€1�53�  At a time when hard-pressed motorists are under so much pressure, I call on the Leader 
to bring this matter to the attention of the Minister for Finance to have it investigated�  If there 
are certain towns in which diesel can be sold for €1�41 per litre, it should be possible to do this 
in every town�

Finally, I agree with Senator Quinn about sending people who cannot pay their television 
licence fee to jail�  A television licence costs approximately €160 per year�  Sending somebody 
to jail for not paying it costs €1,200 per week�  It is illogical and not the way we should do our 
business�  On numerous occasions I have suggested that amendments be made to the Fines Act 
whereby fines can be deducted at source, be it wages or social welfare payments.  In this case, if 
an elderly person was unable to pay a television licence fee it would amount to just €3 per week�  
That could be deducted at source and people would not have to be sent to jail�  This should be 
dealt with as a matter of urgency�

15/05/2013E00200Senator  Sean D. Barrett: I welcome the Minister for Health’s welcome for the McCarthy 
report on health insurance which was published yesterday�  The current health insurance system 
is not sustainable, as both gentlemen said�  It is losing members, contrary to the Government’s 
objective to have a universal health insurance system in operation in a few years�  The current 
system is protectionist and is not cost conscious�  The Minister said to Pat Kenny last night that 
people should check the bills to ascertain if they received all the items on them.  That is difficult 
for sick people to do�  We need competing companies but they cannot survive under the current 
rules, which are designed to benefit the VHI company, as has been pointed out by the European 
Court and the Supreme Court�  In the current edition of Time magazine the professor of global 
health in Harvard says: “In Rwanda, for example, just ten years ago there was no community-
based health insurance scheme�  Now almost 95% of Rwandans are involved in at least some 
kind of health insurance�”  We might ask the Minister of State with responsibility for overseas 
aid, Deputy Joe Costello, to report on how that was done in Rwanda when it is proving impos-
sible here�  Will the Leader impress upon the Minister for Health, Deputy James Reilly, the need 
to redouble his efforts to make affordable universal health insurance available in this country, in 
light of recent research, including the ESRI report yesterday, which shows that the bulk of the 
burden of the recession has been borne by people under 45 years of age?

Last Thursday, the Supreme Court overturned section 3 of the Industrial Relations Act as 
contrary to Article 15�2�1 of the Constitution�  The important part of this is that it was the usur-
pation of the functions of the Oireachtas by an administrative body�  There has been a number 
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of those with regard to health insurance and taxis�  Can the Minister for Public Expenditure and 
Reform, Deputy Brendan Howlin, who has responsibility for reform in this area, be invited to 
address the House on the need to strengthen Parliament against the undermining of Parliament 
by the administrative arm?  One thing we must do in our reform programme, to which we are 
deeply committed, is address the institutions, practices and people which put the country on the 
rocks in 2008�  Undermining the Parliament by administrative action is unacceptable�  I hope 
the Minister, Deputy Howlin, will address us on preventing recurrences of that nature�  Making 
law in the Supreme Court is extremely expensive - that case took over ten years to get there - so 
let us do it here instead�

15/05/2013E00300Senator  Martin Conway: I echo the sentiments expressed about the television licence�  I 
am aware of a number of cases recently where people were sent to jail but were out again in an 
hour�  It is not a good sign and certainly does not give the system any credibility�  In conjunction 
with a new television licence system and structure, there should be a change in the legislation 
relating to the sentencing of people who fail to pay�

The carbon tax and energy efficiency were mentioned earlier.  I agree with Senator Quinn.  
The Government should seriously consider a grant aid system to encourage businesses to install 
more energy efficient electrical items and so forth.

However, my main purpose in rising to speak is to pay tribute to the more than 40,000 
people who participated in the Darkness into Light walk in aid of Pieta House last Friday night 
and Saturday morning�  Indeed, I joined almost 2,500 people in Ennis for the walk�  The walk 
provides vital funding for Pieta House and its campaign against suicide�  Prior to the com-
mencement of the walk, a letter from the founder of Pieta House, Joan Freeman, was read out in 
which she made certain commitments, among them that Pieta House would open more centres 
to ensure the organisation can play its part in dealing with the devastation suicide is causing in 
this country�  She also gave a commitment that she would not rest until the Government dealt 
seriously with the issue of suicide, to such a degree that Ireland can become a place to which 
the rest of the world might look for hope in respect of mental health and dealing with suicide�  
I commend what the Government has done in this area already, but a great deal more must be 
done�  As has been regularly pointed out, there are many more deaths from suicide in this coun-
try than from car accidents�  Indeed, some colleagues in the House, particularly Senator Gilroy, 
are doing great work in this area�  There must be a rolling debate, as Senator Norris described it, 
on suicide and mental health�  Perhaps the Leader will consider that in due course�

15/05/2013E00400Senator  Brian Ó Domhnaill: I join colleagues in acknowledging and welcoming the work 
by the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Simon Coveney, over the past 36 
hours in respect of obtaining a ban on discards�  While it is not a 100% ban, nonetheless it is a 
ban that will be introduced over a period of time�  In the pelagic sector there will be a ban on 
discards from 1 January 2015 and from 1 January 2016 in respect of other fishing stocks.  That 
is to be welcomed�  The agreement must now go to the European Parliament and hopefully it 
will receive support there�

The Higgins report has been mentioned by our health spokesperson, Senator MacSharry, 
and Senator Byrne�  I will not go into the detail of the report but I have grave concerns�  There 
appears to be an agenda to transfer the responsibility for centralising services to a group to be 
established under the direction of the Minister for Health�  That will affect hospitals in periph-
eral areas�  The north west has the largest geographical catchment area�  Letterkenny General 
Hospital is the seventh busiest hospital in respect of inpatient numbers nationally�  That hospital 



15 May 2013�

231

does not have regional hospital status and, as a result, it receives a smaller budget than other 
competing hospitals�  There is no university in the north west�  Due to those two factors, the hos-
pital in Letterkenny will suffer�  There will be a focused centralisation of services at the closest 
point of contact with a university which, in this instance, is Galway�  That is a retrograde step�  
It is a passing the buck exercise by the Minister for Health�

Finally, I refer to this morning’s radio interview on “Morning Ireland” with the Minister 
for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, regarding oil and gas 
exploration�  A totally unacceptable position was adopted by the Minister, who lectured the 
Irish Parliament and people prior to the last general election that there was total exploitation 
of natural oil and gas resources�  Now he has turned gamekeeper from poacher�  He has totally 
disregarded a cross-party report produced by the natural resources and agriculture committee 
over 12 months ago�  He put it on a shelf and it is now gathering dust�  He is kicking to touch on 
this issue�  The report makes clear recommendations on the licensing and taxation regime and it 
is time the Minister got off the fence and implemented it.  It is amazing.  The Minister, Deputy 
Rabbitte, appears to have changed the spots on his skin since the last election with regard to 
this issue�  That says a great deal about the Labour Party and where this Government is going�

15/05/2013E00500Senator  Michael Mullins: I support Senator Kelly’s call for a debate with the Minister for 
Communications, Energy and Natural Resources about fuel costs in this country�  The Senator 
is perfectly correct that there are huge variations in prices�  Certainly, one can get very good 
value in Ballindine, County Mayo�  Birr in County Offaly is another town where I encountered 
much lower fuel prices than in my own area�  It is important that we debate the huge impact of 
fuel costs generally on the economy�  They affect businesses, transport costs and the running 
of hotels and other enterprises with is a significant dependence on fuel.  Given that our winters 
are, apparently, getting longer, every cent counts when it comes to the cost of fuel�  Families are 
experiencing major difficulties in this regard, with fuel poverty a major issue for the elderly, in 
particular�  A discussion on this issue would be timely in the light of the recent announcement 
by the Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Pat Rabbitte, on 
oil exploration off our coast�  I, therefore, ask the Leader to accommodate a wide-ranging de-
bate on fuel costs and energy provision into the future�

15/05/2013F00200Senator  Ned O’Sullivan: I welcome the continued progress in the negotiations on a suc-
cessor to the Croke Park agreement with the public sector unions�  I join colleagues, including 
Senator Terry Brennan yesterday, in commending the efforts of Mr� Kieran Mulvey, chief ex-
ecutive officer of the Labour Relations Commission, who is chairing the talks and the commit-
ment shown both by union leaders and the Government side to find a solution.  I hope they will 
achieve the outcome that is so greatly needed�

At yesterday’s meeting of the Joint Committee on the Environment, Culture and the Gael-
tacht members heard that a number of local authorities, including two of the largest in the 
country, Dublin City Council and Cork County Council, were not using their full budget for 
Traveller accommodation�  Criticisms in this regard were stoutly rebutted by the managers of 
these two local authorities, but the representatives of the Traveller community made a strong 
impact at the meeting as they called for an independent authority to deal with Traveller accom-
modation�  There has, undoubtedly, been a great deal of discrimination against Travellers for 
many years�  On the other hand, there has also been a great deal of anti-social behaviour by 
certain members of the Traveller community�  It would be helpful if all of these issues could be 
addressed within the remit of a new agency�  Will the Leader arrange for the Minister of State 
with responsibility for housing, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan, to brief the House on how she intends 
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to ensure local authorities utilise their full allocation for Traveller accommodation in the future?  
I am interested to learn whether she is in favour of the establishment of an independent author-
ity as requested by Traveller representatives�

The Government undertook to have completed a local election constituency review by the 
end of May�  Half way through the month, my information is that the electoral commission has 
signed off on the review in the past two weeks and that it may already be at the printers�  Un-
fortunately, the leaking of information has become almost de rigueur for the Government�  The 
document should be published without delay.  I am sure Deputies would not be satisfied to wait 
just one year before the next general election to discover the precise make-up of the Dáil con-
stituency in which they intend to stand�  It is very unfair to expect councillors and prospective 
councillors to put an organisation together and plan a campaign when they still do not know in 
which constituency they will be contesting in approximately 12 months time�

15/05/2013F00300Senator  Catherine Noone: I join colleagues in voicing my concern regarding the jailing 
of individuals for their failure to pay the television licence fee.  The reality is that significant 
numbers of people cannot afford to do so and imprisonment is certainly not the answer in these 
cases�  Senator John Kelly suggested an amendment to the Fines Act, which seems a logical pro-
posal�  Will the Leader invite the Minister for Justice and Equality, Deputy Alan Shatter, to the 
House to address this issue as part of a broader debate on prison sentencing?  This is a country 
in which people are being sent to prison for not paying their television licence fee, while, on the 
other hand, bankers and the like who destroyed the economy and the country are walking the 
streets without any obvious sign of a change in their lifestyle�  I read recently about an interest-
ing initiative in France, whereby a tax of between 1% to 4% had been imposed on smartphones 
and tablet devices, a small amount relative to their cost.  The fund will be specifically used to 
finance a broad range of arts initiatives.  A tax on text messages has been suggested here, which 
is something I would welcome�  Moneys raised by such a levy could be very usefully diverted 
to such areas as suicide prevention and alcohol abuse awareness measures�  It is a novel idea 
from which we could learn a great deal�  I hope we can debate it with the Minister in due course�

15/05/2013F00400Senator  Paschal Mooney: I share Senator Ivana Bacik’s desire to have a debate on the 
oil and energy industry in this country.  A good start would be to do what was done in the Dáil 
yesterday, namely, to have a debate on the committee’s report.  I am surprised that the Dáil took 
the initiative in this regard ahead of the Seanad�  In fact, with others, I have called on several 
occasions for a debate of this type.  The Dáil upstaged us in this instance because this is the 
type of debate in which we have always been to the forefront�  Senator Ivana Bacik may not 
be aware that the Minister was interviewed on “Morning Ireland” this morning and he impres-
sion he gave was that he did not intend to take up many of the specific recommendations made 
in the report, including the proposal for an increase in taxation�  While he made a very cogent 
argument in that regard, I am not sure I welcome everything he said in terms of the rationale for 
discarding several of the recommendations made in the report�

Will the Leader consider inviting the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy 
Simon Coveney, to the House once again?  He is a regular visitor - one of the few Ministers, 
in fact, to make himself available to us on a consistent basis - and usually very lucid and com-
prehensive in his exchanges with Members�  A report in recent days shows that farm incomes 
have dropped yet again, which is out of line with the perception that the farming community is 
doing very well relative to previous years�  There has been an astonishing reduction of €5,000 in 
average income, bringing pay back to 2010 levels�  This worrying decline must be viewed in the 
context of the continuing severe weather conditions�  Will the Leader convey to the Minister the 
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ongoing concerns of the farming sector about the fodder crisis?  It is not over by any stretch of 
the imagination�  Notwithstanding the few days of growth a fortnight or so ago, the weather in 
the past week has destroyed any improvement that was beginning to be seen�  We must maintain 
pressure on the Government in this regard�  I welcome the Minister’s initiative in extending the 
subvention he has given for an additional two weeks�  He must, however, continue to monitor 
the situation on an ongoing basis�  I appreciate that he has a heavy workload, including the ne-
gotiations on the Common Fisheries Policy and the Common Agricultural Policy taking place 
during Ireland’s Presidency�  We must not, however, forget that there are people experiencing 
great hardship in the farming community in this country�

15/05/2013F00500Senator  Terry Brennan: Regarding the suggestion made by Senator Feargal Quinn on the 
introduction of low-energy lamps, I am pleased to report that my own county of Louth intro-
duced the use of lamps with low carbon emissions some 12 or 13 years ago�  As I travelled to 
Dublin from Carlingford yesterday morning, via Dundalk and Drogheda, I passed thousands 
of traffic route lighting installations along the motorway, all of which seemed to be on for one 
hour longer than necessary�  If one can travel with side lights at that time of the morning, there 
is surely no need for the lighting to be on�  Will the Leader arrange a debate on energy costs 
for local authorities and how savings might be made and carbon emissions reduced?  There is 
certainly scope to reduce the megawatts of lighting on roads at least for certain periods of the 
night�  Senator Feargal Quinn mentioned a nine year payback period in terms of savings�  With-
out knowing the exact projections in this regard, I undertook an exercise to see what savings 
might be achieved�  My own local authority, Louth County Council, would save €500,000 on 
its lighting bill alone, and there would be a significant saving for all local authorities through-
out the country�  I call for an urgent debate to review the cost of the lighting system and assess 
whether we are being charged too much at off-peak hours�  Importantly, this would also mean 
we would be playing our part in reducing carbon emissions throughout the country�

15/05/2013G00200Senator  Jim Walsh: I join with other speakers who yesterday paid tribute to that wonderful 
teenager, Donal Walsh, who unfortunately died over the weekend�  In particular, his appearance 
on “The Late Late Show” was a great inspiration to many people�  His work in regard to suicide 
displayed tremendous courage, faith and hope from somebody who realised he was terminally 
ill.  It is very difficult and nobody knows how they would react if they were in that situation.  It 
must be very easy to focus inward because of one’s own personal predicament�  The fact he had 
such commitment to the common good, which superseded his own predicament, is a tremen-
dous tribute to himself and his family�  I know others have expressed their admiration and their 
sympathy with his family, as I would wish to do�

One of the initiatives which the Leader undertook in this Seanad was the introduction of 
public consultation�  A report was issued in recent days which surveyed the unemployment situ-
ation in each county�  I am minded to raise this because youth unemployment in my county of 
Wexford is at an appalling level of 47%, which is terrible for those caught in that situation�  I ask 
the Leader to look at innovative ways, perhaps through public consultation, where we could en-
gage with all interested parties and come forward with some measure that would really address 
this issue�  While the Government is making efforts and the previous Government took initia-
tives, this is not as effective as it needs to be, given the major issue unemployment has become�  
Socially and in every other way, including in regard to health, it is having grave implications 
for society, particularly for those caught up in it�  If we did nothing but focus on that issue, we 
would be serving the State well�

Finally-----



Seanad Éireann

234

15/05/2013G00300An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Tá an t-ám istigh.

15/05/2013G00400Senator  Jim Walsh: We all received an invitation from Deputy Timmins within the past 
few days to attend the AV room this afternoon at 4�15 p�m� to hear Women Hurt, who are a 
group of women who have had abortions and who have shared their stories�  They came to our 
parliamentary party and I think it would be fair to say that, of the 11 people who attended, all 
were struck by their stories�  I have gone to the National Women’s Council of Ireland, which 
takes the other side of this coin on the pro-abortion side, because I believe it is up to us all to 
inform ourselves-----

15/05/2013G00500Senator  Ivana Bacik: They are pro-choice�

15/05/2013G00600Senator  Jim Walsh: I would appeal to everybody here, regardless of where they stand on 
the issue, to go this afternoon and listen to these women, as part of the informing of our con-
science in regard to how we deal with this issue�

15/05/2013G00700Senator  Jim D’Arcy: When I was a wee fellow and I had a sick stomach, my mother used 
to give me milk of magnesia�  I believe Senator Brian Ó Domhnaill has milk of amnesia in his 
system�  We know it was the then Minister, Ray Burke, who dealt with many of the mining li-
cences that are in place at present�

15/05/2013G00800Senator  Thomas Byrne: We are talking about the report where he is praising what hap-
pened to the Louth hospital�  He has campaigned against it for years and years, and, now, it is 
the greatest thing that ever happened�

15/05/2013G00900Senator  Jim Walsh: If Senator D’Arcy looked at the pre-election promises of the Fine 
Gael Party, that is where the amnesia comes in�

15/05/2013G01000An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator D’Arcy, without interruption�  I ask the Senator not to 
draw fire on himself.

15/05/2013G01100Senator  Jim D’Arcy: The loudness of the interruption signifies the weakness of the argu-
ment�  Tomorrow, the Joint Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement 
will meet with business leaders from both sides of the Border to consider the best way to ad-
vance the Narrow Water bridge.  While EU funding for the bridge has been secured, final ap-
proval has not yet been given�  Tomorrow, Warrenpoint and Dundalk chambers of commerce 
will outline the tourism and business potential of the project for their respective areas and 
jointly for both areas�

I am very proud to be a member of the Joint Committee on the Implementation of the Good 
Friday Agreement and proud of its work�  In the context of North-South relations and work on 
that, last night I attended and took part in a debate in Crossmaglen on a Border poll�  While 
it is the Government position that this is premature, it was a very good debate�  We are a bit 
concerned that 23% of Sinn Féin voters in a recent “Spotlight” poll said they would prefer to 
remain part of the United Kingdom�  Nonetheless, it was a good debate�  The way forward is 
through the working of the institutions-----

15/05/2013G01200Senator  Jim Walsh: Sinn Féin has a lot of English members.

15/05/2013G01300Senator  Brian Ó Domhnaill: Financial republicans�

15/05/2013G01400An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I ask Senator D’Arcy to conclude as he is over time�
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15/05/2013G01500Senator  Jim D’Arcy: To conclude, the way forward is to work the institutions of the Good 
Friday Agreement, including the North-South body�  We had a great debate at Stormont last 
week on the issue of suicide, which Senator Conway raised�  Finally, could I say-----

15/05/2013G01600An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator’s time is up�

15/05/2013G01700Senator  Jim D’Arcy: On my way home last night, I stopped in Sexton’s of Haggardstown 
and we had our own Border poll�  It was almost unanimous, but it was very late�

15/05/2013G01800An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Last but not least, I call the father of the House, almost, Senator 
Paul Coghlan�  We have left the best wine until last�

15/05/2013G01900Senator  David Norris: It is a wise man who knows his own father�

15/05/2013G02000Senator  Paul Coghlan: Like Senator Walsh, I would like to be associated with the warm 
words of tribute by Senator Eamonn Coghlan and many others in the House yesterday to that 
brave young man, Donal Walsh, of Blennerville, Tralee, who passed away on Sunday following 
his long battle with illness�  He inspired a nation with his plea to suicidal youngsters to seek help 
and celebrate life rather than plan their own destruction�

Like Senator Ned O’Sullivan, we salute that tireless State servant, Mr� Kieran Mulvey, for 
his painstaking work with all of the unions�  What he is doing through negotiation to get ev-
eryone on side is very much in the national interest and in all our interest�  We have had some 
success there and I wish the continuing talks well�

As has also been said, following the Minister, Deputy Coveney’s 36 hours of negotiation in 
Europe, the new Common Fisheries Policy now goes forward to the European Parliament�  It 
includes the new discards regime which, please God, will meet with universal approval� 

15/05/2013G02100An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I call the Leader to respond�

15/05/2013G02200Senator  Maurice Cummins: Senator Thomas Byrne, the leader of the Opposition, called 
for a debate on the hospital groupings and the report which was published yesterday�  This 
theme has been echoed by quite a number of Members in the House this morning�  No later than 
last night, I asked the Minister for Health to come into the House to debate this issue�  While I 
have not got a date from him yet, he has indicated he is agreeable and, in early course, he will 
be coming into both Houses to debate the reports that were published yesterday�

Senator Byrne, as well as Senators Kelly and Mullins, called for a debate on the price of 
fuel and its impact on businesses in particular�  I will certainly ask the Minister to come in for 
a debate on that issue�

Senator Bacik and other Senators referred to the review of oil and gas production and the 
benefits which can accrue to the State.  Senator Mooney quite rightly asked me why a debate 
on the joint committee’s report could not take place in this House and said it would have been 
normal that this House would have dealt with these matters�  I wish to inform him that we de-
bated the report in question, which was debated in the Dáil yesterday, on 27 June 2012 and he 
took part in that debate�  

15/05/2013H00200Senator  Paschal Mooney: It was an error on my part�

15/05/2013H00300Senator  Maurice Cummins: We are a year ahead in debating the joint Oireachtas commit-
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tee’s report on offshore resources�

Senator Bacik welcomed the expansion of the dublinbikes scheme, which Senator Noone 
welcomed yesterday and which is of tremendous benefit to everybody.  Senators Quinn, Kelly, 
Conway and Noone spoke about people being jailed for not paying their television licence fees�  
A Fines Bill was before the House in 2010 but it only dealt with community service orders and 
money being taken in instalments from people�  I understand the heads of an amendment Bill, 
which will provide that fines can be deducted from people’s earnings from whatever source, 
were approved by the Government in 2012 and that the Bill will be published before the sum-
mer recess�  We will see some movement in that regard�  I share the Senators’ concerns about 
people being jailed for not paying their television licence fees while others who caused many of 
the problems in which we find ourselves are still free and living lavish lifestyles.  

I note Senator Quinn’s point on low energy street lamps and the situation in Scotland�  It is 
an issue Senator Brennan raised more than a year ago�  There is a need for a debate on that issue 
because significant savings can be derived for local authorities.  We should examine the savings 
and benefits by reducing carbon emissions also.  We can arrange a debate on that.

Senator Comiskey, Senator Ó Domhnaill and others welcomed the work of the Minister for 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Coveney, in regard to the negotiations on discards 
which took place last evening�  It is an issue which has been debated in this House on several 
occasions and I am sure we all welcome the wonderful work the Minister has done in this regard 
which will be of benefit to our fishermen.  

Senator Cullinan welcomed Professor Higgins’s report�  I am glad he welcomed the fact ser-
vices in his local hospital, Waterford Regional Hospital, will be retained and enhanced�  How-
ever, that is a matter for another day when we debate the report�  Senator Harte referred to VAT 
charges for insolvency services in the UK and queried whether we should have a similar situa-
tion here.  He also sought clarification on issues in regard to the local property tax which I will 
try to get for him�  

Senator MacSharry referred to the hospital groupings�  On the Order of Business yesterday, 
he asked that I contact the Standards in Public Office Commission in regard to a complaint he 
made.  The following is the reply I received from the Standards in Public Office Commission:

  The Standards Commission has a number of functions, one of which is to supervise the 
Electoral Act 1997, as amended�  In this regard, it wrote to various Members of the Houses 
of the Oireachtas in early March, whom it was alleged were in receipt of donations for 
political purposes and had travelled to the US upon receipt of those donations�  The letter 
reminded those Members of their obligations in relation to the maximum donation permit-
ted under the Electoral Act 1997, as amended�  Reminders issued on 24 April 2013�  The 
names of those Members were mentioned in various media articles in the last few weeks�  
The Standards Commission also wrote to the Committees on Members’ Interests of Dáil and 
Seanad Éireann on 12 March 2013 to ensure awareness of the new disclosure thresholds and 
donation limits that came into effect on 01 January 2013� 

  On Monday 13 May 2013, a member of staff of the Secretariat of the Standards in 
Public Office Commission, Ms Jacqueline Moore, spoke to Mr Juno McEnroe of the Irish 
Examiner and in response to various questions in relation to this matter about to whom the 
Standards Commission had written and from whom replies had been received, information 
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was provided indicating from whom no replies had been received and a general indica-
tion as to the responses from those from whom replies had been received�  The Standards 
Commission receives many calls from the media and is always happy to provide answers, 
albeit on the proviso that the information is not confidential, and does not come within the 
prohibition on release of information provisions in section 35 of the Ethics in Public Office 
Act 1995� 

  The Standards Commission rejects the allegation made by the Senator� 

That is the reply I have been asked to furnish to the House�  

Senator Clune expressed concerns about Pfizer and the fact 130 jobs are under threat there.  
We all hope the job losses will be minimised and that replacement jobs will be found for those 
who will lose their jobs�

In response to Senator Norris, there are two Bills on the Order Paper today�  We will debate 
and examine legislation thoroughly as we get it�  In regard to a debate on human rights viola-
tions, I will ask the relevant Minister to come to the House as it is quite some time since we had 
a debate on human rights issues�

Senator Landy referred to voluntary housing groups�  There was a requirement that these 
groups would register voluntarily but given that so few have responded, there may be a need to 
put this on a statutory basis�  It is an issue we can raise with the Minister of State, Deputy Jan 
O’Sullivan, who will be in the House shortly�  

Senator Leyden referred to the hospital groupings, which we will debate�  Services in 
Roscommon hospital have been enhanced over the past 12 months�  There are safer services 
and more procedures-----

15/05/2013H00400Senator  Thomas Byrne: A colleague of the Leader resigned from his party over the hos-
pital�

15/05/2013H00500Senator  Maurice Cummins: Safer services and more procedures-----

15/05/2013H00600Senator  Thomas Byrne: The Leader cannot say there are enhanced services�

15/05/2013H00700An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Leader, without interruption

15/05/2013H00800Senator  Maurice Cummins: -----have taken place in a safer environment�

15/05/2013H00900Senator  Thomas Byrne: On a point of order-----

15/05/2013H01000An Leas-Chathaoirleach: It is not a point of order�

15/05/2013H01100Senator  Maurice Cummins: There is also the issue of transplants and dialysis, which 
should be discussed in the House�

Senator Ó Clochartaigh called for a debate on the Green Paper on climate and energy poli-
cies�  The heads of the Climate Change Bill are being debated by the relevant Oireachtas joint 
committee at present�  

Yesterday I read out a statement on legislation and at no stage did I say that the Office of 
the Attorney General was under-resourced�  I did not say that�  I said that the extensive amount 
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of legislation has naturally had a knock-on effect on the work of the draftspeople in that office.  
As Senator Ó Clochartaigh will be aware, the previous Government introduced an embargo on 
recruitment to the public service in 2008�  I have no doubt that the parliamentary draftspeople 
are working at full capacity�  They do an excellent job in preparing legislation to be brought 
before the House�  We all would agree that rushed legislation is bad legislation�  I shall continue 
to schedule Bills when they are ready and shall allocate as much time as is necessary to debate 
them in the House�

Senator Kelly mentioned the cost of diesel and fuels�  The issue has been raised by several 
Senator�  I shall try to arrange a debate on the matter, plus one on the attachment of earnings 
which I addressed previously� 

Senator Barrett called for a debate on the McCarthy report on health insurance that was is-
sued yesterday�  There are quite a number of reports that require examination by the House�  The 
Senator called on the Minister for Health to redouble his efforts to introduce universal health 
insurance�  I also noted his comments on the undermining of Parliament and the need for reform 
in that regard�

Senator Conway stated that over 40,000 people participated in the Darkness into Light walk 
organised to raise funds for Pieta House�  I will organise a further debate on mental health soon�  
As he knows, we have already had quite a number of debates on the issues of mental health and 
suicide and the conversation shall continue in the House�

Senator Ó Domhnaill welcomed Minister Coveney’s work on fish discards.  The Senator 
asked a question on hospital groupings in the Higgins report�  I suggest that he examines the 
sharing of resources and cross-Border linkages envisaged in the report�  We will debate the 
report at a later stage�

Senator O’Sullivan, as Senator Brennan did yesterday and Senator Paul Coghlan did today, 
welcomed the work done by the Labour Relations Commission and commended all of the par-
ties involved in trying to reach an agreement on Croke Park II�

The Senator also requested a briefing on Traveller accommodation and I shall endeavour to 
arrange same�  He also mentioned the review of the local authority boundaries�  I think I stated 
some months ago that it would be published at the end of the May�  I have been told that it will 
be published on 30 May so the information that I relayed to the Senator was not too far out�  

Senator Noone called for a wider debate on sentencing and she also drew our attention to 
the tax on smartphones and tablets in France that is used to fund arts projects�  The Minister 
for Finance always welcomes information on new taxes that he can introduce to help projects�  

Senator Mooney mentioned the drop in farm incomes and the difficulties faced by the farm-
ing community�  I agree with him that we should be updated on the crisis�  As he stated, the 
Minister has come into the House on numerous occasions and I have no doubt the Minister will 
continue to do so� 

Senators Walsh and Paul Coghlan mentioned the late Donal Walsh�  We paid tribute to him 
during yesterday’s Order of Business�  

Senator Walsh called for a debate on youth unemployment�  We have had a number of de-
bates on the matter�  We arranged for the European expert Professor Christopher Pissarides to 
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attend a debate here on the matter�  The Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy 
Bruton, and his Minister of State, Deputy Perry, have also attend here on an ongoing basis�  I 
agree with the Senator that youth unemployment is a very serious problem and the Ministers 
will continue to attend here to update us on the issue� 

Senator D’Arcy mentioned that the Oireachtas Joint Committee on the Implementation of 
the Good Friday Agreement will be attended by the Warrenpoint and Dundalk chambers of 
commerce tomorrow to outline the benefits of the Narrow Water bridge.  Senators D’Arcy, 
Brennan and Moran have raised the issue on numerous occasions�  I hope that a solution will be 
reached and that the building of the bridge will commence�  

Finally, Senator Paul Coghlan saluted the ongoing work being done by the Labour Relations 
Commission to resolve the many problems related to industrial disputes�   

15/05/2013J00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Senator Thomas Byrne tabled an amendment to the Order of 
Business, “That a debate be held on the small hospital framework and the proposed hospital 
groups”�  Is the amendment being pressed?

15/05/2013J00300Senator  Thomas Byrne: In light of what the Leader said about his discussions with the 
Minister for Health, I will not press my amendment�  I hope that the Leader will provide an 
update tomorrow morning.  I seek a specific date, as early as possible, regarding the matter.

It is worth repeating what the Leader said about the Sinn Féin party welcoming the report 
because it will be news to many people around the country�  I am sure that it was welcome news 
for the Government�  

15/05/2013J00400An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator shall not re-open that debate�  The amendment is 
not being pressed today�

Order of Business agreed to� 

Address to Seanad Éireann: Motion

15/05/2013J00700Senator  Maurice Cummins: I move:

That, in accordance with Standing Order 57(2) and the decision of the Committee on 
Procedure and Privileges, Seanad Éireann agrees that Jim Higgins M�E�P� shall attend and 
be heard in Seanad Éireann on Thursday 16th May, 2013 and that the following arrange-
ments shall apply�  The proceedings, which shall not exceed two hours, shall consist of 
a contribution which shall not exceed twenty minutes by Jim Higgins M�E�P� a contribu-
tion not exceeding five minutes by the Spokesperson of each Group and a contribution not 
exceeding two minutes from a Sinn Féin Senator at the conclusion of which Jim Higgins 
M�E�P� will reply to questions (which shall not exceed one minute in each case) from mem-
bers in accordance with the Schedule below�

Schedule

Fine Gael Senators: 2 questions
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Fianna Fáil Senators: 2 questions

Labour Senators: 2 questions

Taoiseach Nominees: 2 questions

University Senators: 2 questions

Sinn Féin Senators: 1 question.

Question put and agreed to� 

Wind Energy Guidelines: Statements

15/05/2013J01000An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan�

15/05/2013J01100Minister of State at the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Gov-
ernment  (Deputy  Jan O’Sullivan): I thank Senators for the opportunity to attend and to 
contribute to this important discussion�  Wind energy is a highly-topical issue and looks set to 
remain in public focus for some time to come�

It is important to clarify my exact role and that of my Department regarding wind energy�  I 
do not set policy on wind energy development or renewable energy, in general�  Nor do I have 
direct responsibility to deliver on Ireland’s ambitious targets�  All of these matters are the re-
sponsibility of my colleague, the Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, 
Deputy Pat Rabbitte�  

As a member of Government, the issue of wind energy, specifically, and the wider related 
matters of energy security, emissions reduction, economic renewal by harnessing our abundant 
renewable energy sources and job creation are high on my agenda�  The Government has set 
challenging international and domestic targets in the area but is preparing to meet them head on�

My specific role as Minister of State responsible for housing and planning, is to provide the 
right policy and legislative framework for Ireland’s planning system to function properly and in 
the interests of a wider good�  This includes the assessment of planning applications in respect 
of wind energy development�  

The planning system operates primarily through legislation set out under the Planning Acts 
and associated regulations� 

12 o’clock

This provides a highly detailed and process-driven framework for forward planning, de-
velopment management and enforcement�  As we are all too aware, it is not perfect�  We have 
already made some important legislative changes and signalled further fundamental legislative 
reforms with the announcement last week of our intention to establish an independent planning 
regulator�
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  The legislative underpinning for our planning system is supplemented by an extensive 
suite of statutory planning policy guidance�  Over 25 sets of such guidance exist, covering such 
matters as local area plans, environmental impact assessment, retail planning, spatial planning 
and national roads, development management and wind energy�  The existing wind energy de-
velopment guidelines were published by my Department in June 2006�  They provide advice to 
planning authorities on catering for wind energy through the development plan process�  The 
guidelines are also intended to ensure a consistency of approach throughout the country in the 
identification of suitable locations for wind energy development and the treatment of planning 
applications for such developments�  A central component of the guidelines is the need for a 
plan-led approach by local authorities�  All development plans are therefore required to incor-
porate both a statement of the planning authority’s policies and objectives in relation to wind 
energy development and matters it will take into account in assessing planning applications for 
specific wind energy development proposals.  Local authority development plans must achieve 
a balance between the overall Government policy on renewable energy and enabling the wind 
energy resources of the planning authority’s area to be harnessed in a manner that is consistent 
with proper planning and sustainable development�  Authorities are required to identify through 
the development plan areas that are considered suitable or unsuitable for wind energy develop-
ment�  This is intended to provide clarity for developers, the planning authority and, perhaps 
most importantly, the public at the earliest possible stage�

  The making of a development plan is in theory a very open and transparent process, which 
provides opportunities for public participation�  In terms of planning reform, we have a job of 
work to do in encouraging community participation in forward planning development from 
conception to adoption�  This is not just restricted to wind energy development�  Senators will 
be all too familiar with situations in which communities became aware of a zoning designation 
or other planning decisions after the adoption of a statutory plan�  Individuals and communities 
have a real opportunity to shape the wider development plan and the wind strategies contained 
therein and it is incumbent on all public representatives to encourage their participation�

  The plan-led and statement of overall policy approaches in the development plan and wind 
strategy provides the framework for the assessment of individual wind energy development 
proposals�  To further support the proper assessment of applications for wind energy develop-
ment, the guidelines provide detailed advice to planning authorities on a range of potential im-
pacts, including those related to natural heritage, ground conditions, archaeology, architectural 
heritage, safety aspects, wind-take and shadow flicker.  Specific guidance is also provided in 
respect of noise�  The guidelines state that the noise impact of proposed wind energy develop-
ment should be assessed by reference to the nature and character of the relevant locations�  In 
the case of wind energy development, a noise sensitive location would include any occupied 
dwelling house, hostel, health building or place of worship and may include areas of particular 
scenic quality or special recreational amenity importance.  In general, a lower fixed limit of 
45 dB or a maximum increase of 5 dB above background noise at nearby noise sensitive loca-
tions is considered appropriate to provide protection to wind energy development neighbours�  
However, the guidelines also acknowledge that in very quiet areas, the use of a margin of 5 dB 
above background noise at nearby noise sensitive properties is not necessary to offer a reason-
able degree of protection and may unduly restrict wind energy developments, which should be 
recognised as having wider national and global benefits.  Instead, in low-noise environments 
where background noise is less than 30 dB, it is recommended that the daytime level of the 
LA90 - ten minimum - of the wind energy development noise be limited to an absolute level 
within the range of 35 db to 40 dB�  It is also important to recognise that separate noise limits 
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should apply for daytime and night-time�  During the night, the protection of external amenity 
becomes less important and the emphasis should be on preventing sleep disturbance.  A fixed 
limit of 43 dB will generally protect sleep inside properties during the night�

  Currently, there are no specific conditions in the legislation covering the distance from 
sensitive properties, including houses, at which wind turbines should be sited�  I understand that 
the issue was considered when the existing wind energy guidelines were prepared in 2006, but 
it was decided that it would be impractical and inappropriate to set a minimum distance because 
distance alone does not dictate noise levels from wind energy developments�  A wide range of 
other factors can also impact on noise, including background noise levels, topography, local 
climatic factors and type and height of turbine�  The guidelines acknowledge, therefore, that, in 
general, noise is unlikely to be a significant problem where the distance from the nearest turbine 
to any noise sensitive property is more than 500 m�  They advise planning authorities to seek 
evidence that the types of turbine proposed in a particular development will use best engineer-
ing practice in terms of noise suppression and provide specific limits to permissible increases in 
noise above background noise from wind energy developments to protect neighbouring proper-
ties.  The current system, therefore, provides for a degree of specificity and uniformity across 
all planning authorities while leaving the final decision in the hands of local decision makers, 
who will have the benefit of submissions and observations from third parties.

  The fact is, however, that the issue of noise has become the most contentious of all aspects 
of wind energy development�  In the last 15 months, two separate Bills have been published 
which focus largely on noise and its possible impact on human health, one of them by Sena-
tor Kelly who is in attendance�  I am aware of the genuine concerns held by Senator Kelly and 
Deputy Penrose which prompted the drafting of the two Bills�  I am also well aware of the 
concerns of many communities across the country regarding wind energy and noise in particu-
lar�  I have met with various stakeholders to discuss their concerns, including CREWE, which 
recently gave a very detailed presentation to the Joint Committee on Communications, Energy 
and Natural Resources�  It is important that these concerns be taken on board and properly ad-
dressed to ensure that Ireland can continue to meet its renewable energy targets while ensuring 
that wind energy does not have negative impacts on local communities�

  My Department, in conjunction with the Department of Communications, Energy and Nat-
ural Resources and other stakeholders, is undertaking a targeted review of certain aspects of the 
2006 wind energy guidelines�  This is a timely review�  Wind energy technology has developed 
rapidly in the past number of years with, for instance, an increase in the height of turbines and 
also an expansion in the scale of many proposed projects�  I am keenly aware of the concerns 
that this has engendered�  We are looking at an industry where turbine heights of 150 m will not 
be out of the ordinary�  By way of contrast, the Spire in the centre of Dublin city is 120 m high, a 
point which has been made in the Seanad�  Development on this scale must be properly planned 
and decisions supported by the best evidence available�  My Department’s focused review is 
examining the manner in which the guidelines address key issues of community concern such 
as noise and proximity�  My Department issued a press notice in January of this year inviting 
submissions from the public on its targeted review�  More than 550 submissions were received 
from individual members of the public and various stakeholders in response to the notice�  This 
is a very strong response to what was the very first stage in a process that will provide further 
and more extensive opportunities for the public to shape the review�

  The Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources recently commissioned 
the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland to invite proposals from suitably-qualified organi-
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sations for the completion of a desk study of peer reviewed studies and other documents that 
examine the significance of noise related to onshore wind farms.  The objective of the study is 
to obtain evidence upon which to evaluate the appropriateness of the existing guidelines in rela-
tion to noise impacts and, if necessary, suggest changes�  It will take account of the following 
key contextual issues: the evolution of wind turbine technologies since the current guidelines 
were published in 2006; experience to date in the application of the current guidelines; research 
relating to wind turbine noise issues since the current guidelines were adopted; and Ireland’s 
binding targets in relation to renewable energy update and penetration�  The study will form a 
key input into the review of the statutory guidelines�  It is expected to be completed by the end 
of the summer to facilitate the preparation and publication of revised statutory guidelines in 
draft form.  All statutory planning guidelines appear first in draft form for a public consultation 
during a period of a couple of months�  Once the consultation period is closed, any submissions 
on the draft guidelines are considered and taken into account in the final form of the guidelines.  
As with all new or revised guidelines, the draft guidelines will be subject to extensive public 
consultation for a period of six weeks to two months�  The indicative timetable for the publica-
tion of the draft guidelines is the fourth quarter of 2013�

I thank Senators for initiating this timely debate�  I am conscious of the concern in com-
munities regarding the development of wind energy�  It is right to state my commitment to 
renewable, clean energy and I do not see the positions as mutually exclusive, nor do other 
Members�  We can fashion a renewable energy policy, underpinned by an open, transparent 
planning framework that delivers benefits for Ireland at both national and community level.  In 
that regard, I share the opinion expressed by my colleague, the Minister for Communications, 
Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, that Bord na Móna’s land holdings can play a 
crucial role in facilitating the development of wind energy in the years ahead�  Bord na Móna is 
already engaged in the wind industry and I look forward to seeing a strategic view of Bord na 
Móna’s role advanced�

15/05/2013L00200Senator  Brian Ó Domhnaill: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Aire Stáit go dtí an Teach inniú chun 
an t-ábhar tábhactach seo a phlé.  Wind energy has garnered public attention over the past num-
ber of months and years�  This is not least due to the implications for local communities when 
large wind turbine enterprises are developed�  Wind energy has immense potential to provide a 
major renewable, environmentally friendly energy source in Ireland�  It is an integral part of the 
target to achieve 40% of electricity from renewable resources by 2020�  There are examples, not 
least in the constituency in which I live in Donegal, of wind farms being developed or planning 
applications pending and it is giving rise to genuine local concerns�  The 2006 guidelines, to 
which the Minister of State referred, and the submissions made as a result of the public call in 
January must be reflected upon.  The guidelines must be changed forthwith.

More than 1,100 turbines are in operation in Ireland�  The vast majority, on 176 wind farms, 
are onshore and only seven are located offshore in the Arklow Bay area�  Senator Kelly brought 
a well-constructed Bill before the House last year�  Unfortunately, I was not in a position to con-
tribute because I was not in the House on that day�  We need clear and concise guidelines to deal 
with public disquiet, particularly in light of the great potential and the exploitation by multina-
tional companies in respect of development of wind farms in the State�  We know what is hap-
pening in the midlands, with massive companies with huge resources coming in�  We welcome 
the development of renewable energy and we know that technology has moved substantially 
forward�  Boston College and other third level institutions have compiled detailed analysis and 
technical information showing that floating platforms can be used so that wind turbines can be 
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developed at sea at a much lower cost than that argued by the wind companies�

Concerns are coming from local communities and these must be borne in mind�  I have 
received a large volume of representations from people in the constituency in which I live and 
other parts of country�  Setback distances deals predominantly with the noise issue and genuine 
health concerns�  There is medical evidence to suggest there are genuine health concerns that 
must be addressed�  Setback distances of at least 1 km from any occupied dwelling and, there-
after, further setback distances according to the height of the turbines must be set in legislation 
in order to alleviate concerns raised by genuine groups and members of the public�  The Bill 
introduced by Senator Kelly was supported but it seems to be sitting in the Department of the 
Communications, Energy and Natural Resources gathering dust�  Why is the Bill not being sup-
ported by the Government and brought forward before the House so that we can have an input 
into the debate?  We can make amendments and work constructively to bring about the change 
required�

Since the original guidelines were drafted in 2006, much has changed�  We know about the 
exploitation of the potential of wind energy by multinationals and the money they bring�  Very 
often, local authorities, the Government and the Department listen to the large multinationals 
instead of the communities�  That happened in the constituency in which I live and it is not right�

The height of wind turbines has increased threefold.  Other issues are the shadow flicker 
nuisance, the impact on the local economy in terms of tourism dependent enterprises, the noise 
and its effect on health and the reduction in the residential property values for properties in 
close proximity to the turbines�  One submission made to the Department is for setback dis-
tances to be based on the height of the turbine�  If the turbine is between 49 m and 99 m, the 
minimum distance should be 1 km�  Where turbines are higher than 99 m but do not exceed 149 
m, the distance should be 1�5 km setback from any dwelling house�

15/05/2013L00300Acting Chairman (Senator Pat O’Neill): There are many speakers and only one hour 
remains�

15/05/2013L00400Senator  Brian Ó Domhnaill: If the height is greater than 149 m, the distance should be 
more than 2 km�  We must look at the submissions and take on board that there must be a stra-
tegic setback distance�  Where a local authority such as Donegal-----

15/05/2013L00500Acting Chairman (Senator Pat O’Neill): Please Senator�

15/05/2013L00600Senator  Brian Ó Domhnaill: -----introduces a change in the development plan, the na-
tional guidelines overrule it and that is wrong�  We must listen to local people while getting a 
balance on the development of wind energy�  We should also examine the issue of the sea and 
whether it can be developed�

15/05/2013L00700Senator  Cáit Keane: I welcome the Minister of State�  This is an important debate and 
I am delighted to contribute to it�  Senator Tony Mulcahy is our energy spokesman but he is 
unavoidably delayed�  The Seanad is playing its part in inviting an international conference on 
wind energy and renewable energy to Dublin Castle on 21 and 22 June�  We will have further 
opportunity to discuss it with various interests, including MEPs from across Europe and the 
Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, who is the 
guest speaker�  Today, we will focus on wind energy and planning but we must also concentrate 
on why we need wind energy and good guidelines and regulations to ensure that what we put in 
place ensures outcomes and results, such as reducing our dependency on fossil fuel imports, en-
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suring investment in the network and delivering investor certainty through predictable response 
of regulatory policies�  It must be responsive to the needs of the community and the commercial 
people out there who will invest money in it on the ground�  Energy-related emissions account 
for almost 80% of the EU greenhouse gas emissions�  The vast majority of energy consumed 
on the island of Ireland, 90%, is imported�  We are highly dependent on imports�  In cash terms, 
that amounts to €7 billion a year or €1 million leaving the shores of Ireland every hour�  If we 
are targeting self-sufficiency, renewable energy and a reduction in greenhouse gas, we must be 
mindful of making regulations to ensure we can build towards self-sufficiency.

The Government renewable energy strategy launched in May 2012 outlines 36 specific rec-
ommendations�  In terms of the 2020 renewable energy target, we are at 630 MW�  We must 
achieve the 2020 renewable electricity targets because we do not have a way out�  We will pay 
dearly if we do not achieve them�  Non-achievement will result in compliance costs and the 
necessity to purchase emissions permits�  As legislators, Members must take into consideration 
all these factors�  The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland has estimated such costs could 
amount to approximately €100 million to €150 million per annum unless Ireland reaches its 
targets�  Consequently, a balanced view must be taken in respect of wind production, economic 
development and on jobs for the local community�  Most importantly, today’s debate is about 
regulations to ensure that when wind turbines are put in place, the needs of the local community 
are taken into consideration�

As the Minister of State has outlined, a review is under way of the departmental wind energy 
development guidelines of 2006�  This review must consider that Ireland continues to meet its 
renewable energy target, while at the same time ensuring wind energy does not have a negative 
impact on local communities�  While I am all in favour of renewable energy and wind farms, I 
am also conscious of the needs of local communities�  The Minister of State should ensure these 
are met through consultation, local democracy and so on�  I acknowledge that in her speech, the 
Minister of State outlined how she is going about the public consultation guidelines�  I have one 
further question on the timetable for publication of draft guidelines�  While I read somewhere 
they are due in the third or fourth quarter of 2013, the Minister of State might provide a date�

I understand a two-week consultation period took place in February 2013 in respect of en-
ergy guidelines�  As for the newer issues concerning the new technology and new research on 
noise pollution, a major debate on this issue is taking place at present in the midlands, County 
Donegal and right across the west of Ireland where there is potential for high-producing wind 
energy�  In this context, as Ireland’s wind capacity on tap is four times as great as that in Ger-
many, we must ensure that we avail of it�  However, Members also must ensure the fears of 
local residents are allayed and must put in place regulations, including statutory regulations�  
The Minister of State will acknowledge that guidelines are one thing, while statutory guidelines 
and regulations are another.  When mobile telephone masts first came on the scene, I was a 
member of South Dublin County Council, which had precisely the same debate on regulations 
and guidelines�  Only guidelines were put in place, which were walked over and a horse and 
carriage driven through them�  At times, absolutely no notice was taken of them�  Guidelines 
sometimes are not worth the paper on which they are written�  It may not have been fashionable 
at the time but I had it written into South Dublin County Council’s development plan that there 
should be a mandatory distance between masts�  I started with a gap of 300 m but found that 
such a restriction within an urban area would leave one without a telephone in south Dublin�  
One must be careful that regulatory guidelines do not actually hinder development with no good 
cause for the residents�  In the case of mobile telephones, South Dublin County Council ended 
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up with a statutory distance of 100 m written into its development plan�  Consequently, limits 
should be considered in a local context because a wind turbine situated in one area might not 
have the same noise level effect as one situated in another�

The experts are out there and the Minister of State awaits the report on the subject�  The 
current information deficit gives rise to unnecessary concern among some communities, as well 
as huge concerns among other communities�  People do not wish to wake up one morning to 
find a mast at their back door.  They wish to be assured that when buying a house in location 
A, B or C, the regulations or whatever is put in place cannot be interpreted by a planner with a 
different methodology�

15/05/2013M00200Acting Chairman (Senator Pat O’Neill): The Senator must conclude�

15/05/2013M00300Senator  Cáit Keane: I congratulate Senator Kelly on introducing a Bill to the Seanad�  It 
is what the Seanad can be and is used for and he has used it well�

15/05/2013M00400Senator  Sean D. Barrett: I echo Senator Keane’s sentiments in favour of Senators Kelly 
and Whelan for their interest in this area�  As always, I welcome to the House the Minister of 
State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan�  I share the environmental concerns that have moved the Senators 
to introduce the Bill and they undoubtedly will deal with them�  However, it raises concerns that 
windmills are noisy and they disturb neighbourhoods�  It is a matter of opinion as to whether 
they are visually intrusive in the countryside - it is my personal view that they are�

However, I wish to raise the economics of this matter with the Minister of State�  I hope the 
Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, will also take 
up this issue�  The OECD review of the Irish economy called for a “discontinuation of supports 
for offshore, wave and tidal energy”�  Environmentalists have been very successful in putting 
forward the view that this is all free�  However, this is not the case, as it is highly expensive en-
ergy�  Moreover, it adds to the costs of energy in Ireland�  The cost in 2011 of the public service 
obligation, PSO, scheme to support high-cost energy was €157 million, of which €43 million 
was for renewables�  While I might have some view that it is bad if environmental concerns are 
raised by Senator Whelan and his colleagues, it is a matter of some concern that those who are 
doing it, thereby making the cost of electricity in Ireland dearer, are subsidised�

In the international comparisons I have considered, Denmark, which is held as the great 
centre of the wind industry, invariably has the most expensive electricity�  Is this related to the 
amount of wind energy Denmark is using?  It costs €0�29 per kilowatt-hour there, as opposed 
to Ireland’s rate of €0.21 per kilowatt-hour and importantly, the equivalent figure of €0.16 per 
kilowatt-hour in the United Kingdom�  How are we supposed to make electricity here with 
wind and export it to the United Kingdom, when that country already appears to have electric-
ity prices that are approximately one fifth lower than Ireland’s?  Why are subsidies required 
to do it?  In other words, the Minister, Deputy Rabbitte or the Minister of State, Deputy Jan 
O’Sullivan, should at some time ensure Members actually get the numbers on what this costs�  
One should not simply make this fashionable, environmental and so on�  If it is damaging the 
economy, that is serious�

To put it another way, if wind energy is so good, why is the sector always seeking subsi-
dies, in addition to annoying Senators in their neighbourhoods?  What price of alternative fuels 
should we build into the model?  Documents were circulated to Members of the Oireachtas by 
the Shannon LNG proposal, which, as Members are aware, is to import liquefied natural gas 
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to the mouth of the Shannon�  The group states that compared with a United Kingdom price 
of $9�17, they can import gas from the United States at $2�59�  While one wishes to prevent 
imports - I appreciate Senator Keane’s point in this regard - perhaps some imports are actually 
better value than are the windmill-based projects�  There is a revival under way in the economy 
of the United States at present based on its ability through fracking to become energy-indepen-
dent�  I acknowledge fracking has environmental aspects and our colleague, Senator Mooney, 
is concerned about its impact in County Leitrim, as are others in respect of County Fermanagh�  
However, the United States has become independent by using sources of energy such as frack-
ing and gas�  What if this then becomes the shadow price against which Ireland should evalu-
ate wind and tidal projects?  The OECD tells us we should phase out the subsidies under the 
renewable energy feed in tariff, REFIT, which is a kind of back-door subsidy to the windmill 
industry�  While the subsidy is relatively small, the OECD recommends it should be phased out 
over a period�  What will the market look like then?  In addition, it points out that if one opts 
for high wind energy targets, another problem arises in the cost of connecting it to the grid, as 
the latter goes through people’s farms and so on�  An ESRI estimate indicates it could add up to 
9.8% to an already high cost of electricity in Ireland.  This is from the Forfás Review of Energy 
Competitiveness Issues and Priorities for Enterprise dated December 2011�  It also states the 
only way in which Ireland is remaining competitive is through a rebate scheme for large users 
of electricity and this is due to be phased out this year�  Consequently, why would we wish to 
add to our electricity bills?  Why should we seek the imposition of these PSO levies?  Why 
did the OECD, to say the least, cast a bucket of cold water over some of the renewables in the 
circumstances in which Ireland finds itself?

Consequently, I would like the economics underlying this issue investigated much more 
thoroughly�  All Members have heard the advocates of wind, waves and so on but my question 
is whether it stands up in an economy in which, as Members learned yesterday, the impact of the 
recession has been borne overwhelmingly by people under the age of 45�  We are trying to get 
the country back on its feet after the disasters between 2008 and 2010�  Is this a luxury, as has 
been shown in Denmark, we cannot afford?  Should Ireland not be looking at the low-cost coun-
tries producing electricity, which are the United Kingdom and France, as that is what Ireland 
needs to be internationally competitive?  In addition to the environmental aspects, there is a lack 
of economic expertise in the Department�  There are many advocates and engineers who will 
build everything if we give them grants to do so but it is not necessarily in the wider national 
interest�  The consumer interest, in addition to the environmental interest, may be overlooked�

15/05/2013N00200Senator  John Kelly: I welcome the Minister of State to discuss this very important issue 
on which we have had interaction on a couple of occasions�  I have been beating my drum for 
the past 14 months since the introduction of my wind turbines Bill, which was very reason-
able�  There was a similar set of circumstances in the United Kingdom when I introduced my 
Bill although the setback distances in the United Kingdom were much greater than those I was 
proposing�  My Bill was endorsed by many county councils from around the country�  When the 
Bill went as far as Donegal County Council, the county manager asked that the 500 m guideline 
already in place be lifted so turbines could be put at every crossroads in the county�  Since the 
introduction of my Bill, it seems there has been a race to the finish line.  Wind energy develop-
ers are trying to get planning permission applications in as quickly as possible in case there is 
any change with regard to the guidelines�  The Minister of State, who was in the House last 
week when the findings of the European Court of Justice were raised, will know that all the 
planning permissions granted between 1999 and 2012 were deemed illegal because they did 
not comply with an EU directive�  As a result of the court ruling, which I put on the record of 
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the House last week, the Government, local authorities and wind energy sector will be open to 
being sued unless the issue is dealt with�  I outlined how it could be dealt with, that is, by a re-
vocation of some of the planning permissions by the county councils and also by the withdrawal 
of the REFIT funding available to the wind energy sector�

To learn the effects of wind turbines on people, all one needs to do is talk to Dorothy and 
Michael Keane in Roscommon who lived 750 m from wind turbines and had to leave their 
house�  I passed by the turbines last week and on a close-by road�  The turbines are 100 m high 
and it is scary to look at them�  They are monstrous, yet they are only 100 m high�  When the 
guidelines were introduced in 2006, they were based on turbines that were 54 m high, approxi-
mately half of 100 m�  The turbines being erected at present all around the country are as high 
as 185 m, which is three and a half times the height of the original turbines, yet the specified 
set-back distance of 500 m is the same for all�  This guideline is being breached right across the 
country�

Wind energy policy was initiated by the last Government�  We are just playing along with it�  
As Senator Barrett quite rightly pointed out, we need to examine the economics of wind energy�  
Over the past 14 months, I have stuck to the core issues, namely, planning and the distance tur-
bines should be from people’s homes�  The other broad debate concerns what Senator Barrett 
alluded to�  It appears we are losing money�  We will not have cheaper electricity, but dearer 
electricity�  By the time we are ready to export electricity to the United Kingdom, it could be 
so dear it will not take it from us�  We could be landed with it and will have lost a lot of money�

What cost-benefit analysis has been done to date by people who know the business?  With 
the greatest of respect to civil servants, it is the Civil Service that was in place in 2006 that is 
still examining this issue�

I am dealing with people from every part of the country, including Damien McCallig in 
Donegal, who is quite rightly asking questions about a wind turbine that fell down in Glenties 
on 25 March�  Mr� McCallig is not receiving answers from anybody on how it happened�

It is really frustrating that we are still talking about this 14 months on�  As Senator Brian Ó 
Domhnaill quite rightly pointed out, all the public representatives are representing the people 
right across the country who are affected by wind turbines�  We and they are in the majority but 
the civil servants’ views are the views that are being listened to�

In Roscommon, I deal with Mike de Jong and Ted Kelly, two very intelligent people�  I also 
deal with Mr� Ray Burn in Wexford, a very intelligent and well-read person�  These men know 
what they are talking about�  I deal with Mr� Peter Crossan in Donegal and Yvonne Cronin in 
Galway�  They all know what they are talking about but we are not listening to them�  We are 
listening to a group of civil servants for whom it is a case of business as usual�

With regard to the excuses we are listening to the whole time, such as the excuse that there 
are targets to be reached, we set a target in 2006 that 40% of our energy must be green energy in 
2020.  On what scientific basis did we arrive at a figure of 40%?  Why was it not 80% or 20%?  
When we came up with the figure, did we consider what it would mean infrastructurally?  Will 
it mean that we must have turbines at every crossroads, with the whole country crisscrossed 
by pylons, destroying absolutely our beautiful landscape?  A survey carried out in Donegal re-
cently indicated the people are saying that if the county were to be destroyed by wind turbines, 
it would have a serious effect on tourism�
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I acknowledge that the economics of wind energy is not the remit of the Minister of State but 
that of the Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources�  I plead with her, 
however, to listen to the views of all the Senators who are to speak today on how wind turbines 
and wind farm developments are really affecting those people who must live beside them�

15/05/2013N00300Senator  Trevor Ó Clochartaigh: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Aire Stáit.  I agree with most of 
what has been said thus far�  The development of the wind energy strategy in Ireland has been an 
absolute shambles�  I place a lot of the blame on previous Administrations�  I will try to stick to 
the planning elements�  I was at a meeting in Moycullen in Galway on 19 February�  There are 
eight wind farms planned for that area, with 103 turbines within an 8 km radius�  Twenty-nine of 
those are to be within 4 miles of Moycullen village�  The implication is that there will be 1,176 
trucks driving through that small village.  There does not appear to be much of a traffic manage-
ment plan in place�  Each of the turbines requires 80 truckloads of concrete�  Therefore, in the 
case of one of the farms, 800 truckloads of concrete will be required�  The impact on the local 
community is massive�  A large segment of the local community was present at the meeting�  
They claimed there was no meaningful public consultation on these developments whatsoever�

There is a lack of guidelines at national level and a lack of joined-up thinking between the 
various Departments that are dealing with various elements of the matter�  This is part of the 
problem�

There is a very interesting case before the Joint Committee on Public Service Oversight and 
Petitions that relates to Lettergunnet-Derrycrih windfarm�  It was brought by Yvonne Cronin 
and cites that there are six instances of contravention of the county development plan due to the 
omission of documents�  These include the community noise assessment, community impact as-
sessment, habitats directive assessment, peatland conservation management plan, land and site 
susceptibility and risk management documentation and an environmental impact assessment, 
the last of which was not prepared�  The case never received a hearing because of a technicality�  
The petitioners in question tried to have the planning permission revoked under section 44 of 
the planning legislation but, thus far, Galway County Council has not availed of the opportunity 
to do so�

There is very much a sense that the developers and executives in the county councils are 
working hand in hand on this issue.  This raises questions as to a conflict of interest in councils 
as they are due to benefit greatly from the erection of wind turbines across the county because 
of the moneys they will receive�  Therefore, one could argue it would be in the interest of the 
executives in the county council to put up as many wind turbines as possible�  From having 
talked to people in communities, I know they feel they have been ridden over roughshod or that 
there has been a sleight of hand regarding consultation processes, site notices, etc� 

Considerable issues arise over developments that are going ahead and the way planning is-
sues are being policed even when planning permission has been granted�  I have been told of in-
stances in which blasting happens without people being consulted�  I have been told about con-
siderable traffic congestion, insufficient traffic-management plans, traffic-management plans 
that were not communicated to local communities and noise from some of the sites�

I would like the Minister of State’s opinion on the six documents I listed�  Is the Department 
happy that all documents such as noise assessments, community impact statements, habitats 
directive assessments or HDAs and so forth are in place for every development?  If not, the 
relevant developments should be reviewed�  
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As regards the use of section 44 of the planning Act, does the Minister of State believe 
councils should use it?  There is also a huge disparity among county councils in the way the 
guidelines are implemented�  Some will state one can locate a wind farm in a special area of 
conservation, SAC, while others will state one cannot�  What happens in these cases is that 
developers are given planning permission under wind energy strategies to develop wind farms 
very close to houses�  That is the reason many of them are totally unacceptable�

I am also anxious to hear the Minister of State’s views on the concept that a public servant 
in a county council, for example, could be a director of EirGrid�  EirGrid is the organisation 
that grants the connections to the network.  There is a potential conflict of interest in terms of 
the county councils making a huge gain from where these connections might be put in place�  
Wind energy is a natural resource�  This country made huge mistakes in the way it licensed oil 
and gas exploration�  I hope we do not take the same route in the way we develop wind energy 
projects, whereby it is totally developer-led and there is very little gain for local communities�  
I agree with other Senators who have said there should be a moratorium on developments until 
we review the developments in place�  We must move on Senator John Kelly’s wind turbines 
Bill.  Although it would not go far enough, it would at least be a first step.  We also must exam-
ine the European Court of Justice ruling which the Senator mentioned and consider making the 
provisions illegal because of the potential cost to the State�

15/05/2013O00200Senator  Deirdre Clune: I am grateful for the opportunity to speak on this issue�  Like 
Senator Sean D� Barrett, I will focus on the economic climate�  I appreciate it is not within the 
Minister of State’s remit, but we are discussing wind energy�

The cost of energy has come down and we must keep it down�  Competitiveness is a serious 
issue for us, if we are to continue to attract foreign direct investment�  Energy policy is politi-
cal and geopolitical�  Things change and the types and sources of power and energy available 
can change�  Senator Sean D� Barrett made a point I intended to make about the United States, 
where fracking is a new energy source�  As a result, the cost of energy has decreased and the 
United States is becoming more independent in its energy production�  Whether that is good or 
bad is another debate�

The targets we have are EU-wide targets�  We have committed to these targets, including 
having 40% of our electricity produced from renewables by 2020�  They are binding targets and 
to be implemented on a worldwide basis to ensure a reduction in emissions�  Nonetheless, there 
must be a balance when focusing on the cost of energy�  After 2020 further commitments will be 
made.  We do not know what they will be, but, as Senator Cáit Keane said, it is important that 
people involved in the industry have certainty as we move forward�

I am glad that we have signed a memorandum of understanding with the United Kingdom 
to explore the potential of exporting electricity from this island or importing it�  However, many 
issues must be considered�  The cost of transmitting electricity is expensive�  Wind energy is 
free, but it is expensive to provide it at the point of use�  Most of the wind energy resource is 
along the west coast, but the cost of transmission is extremely expensive�  If we are to build 
interconnectors, will there be a fall-back on the consumer or those using the energy supplied?  
That must not be the case�  We must also consider the fact that in our engagement with the 
United Kingdom Scotland has the potential to produce an enormous amount of wind energy and 
that it will probably be cheaper to import energy supplies from there through Great Britain than 
across the Irish Sea�  These considerations must be taken into account�
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The OECD recommends that all incentives for wind energy production be lifted�  Taking 
that route would produce a level playing field.  There are many questions surrounding the 
economics of wind energy projects and they must be answered�  The task the Minister, Deputy 
Pat Rabbitte, is undertaking, of exploring the potential of exporting renewable energy to and 
engaging with the United Kingdom, will greatly focus minds on the financial benefits, or lack 
thereof, of wind energy production�  

I am sure we will debate this subject again�  Perhaps we will receive answers then and there 
will be a focus on the economics of the issue�

15/05/2013O00300Senator  John Whelan: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan, and thank 
her for agreeing to this debate which was sought only a short time ago by the Seanad�  She is 
receptive to our views and not dismissive of our position on the issue�  We are not looking for 
anything more than a little balance to be brought to the policy on wind energy production�

I am pleased and heartened that the Minister of State mentioned the community concern 
in her statement�  The Seanad has taken an early lead on this issue, as has been recognised�  
Senator John Kelly brought forward a Bill at an early juncture to try to establish a balance in 
the debate�  Neither he nor I is against renewable energy or wind energy production which we 
consider has a role to play in the economic redevelopment of the country�  However, I am cer-
tain that we will be sleepwalking into another planning fiasco, another bubble and economic 
fiasco if we embrace what is on the table without questioning and amending it - a total of 2,500 
giant turbines in the midlands, as a result of which everybody will walk away as a millionaire 
and have a swimming pool and there will be 70,000 jobs�  That was the proposition put to us as 
recently as a few months ago by the wind energy developers�  Now, because some of us have 
raised legitimate concerns on behalf of the communities and families in these areas, we are cat-
egorised as being anti-development, anti-wind energy and, in my case, anti-farmer�  I reject this 
as I live in a rural part of the country and all of my neighbours are farmers�  As my colleagues 
in the House who come from farming backgrounds know, I am very conscious of the needs of 
farming and rural communities�  We should stick to the issues and policy matters involved in 
the debate rather than personalising the issue�

The guidelines are at the heart of this discussion�  It is not Senator John Kelly or other col-
leagues in the House who are agitating or generating obstructive public debate on this issue�  
Go to Clonbullogue, Ballyroan, Vicarstown or Rosenallis in the heart of the Slieve Bloom 
mountains, while tomorrow night communities from The Swan and Wolfhill are meeting in 
Luggacurran�  It is an organic response from communities which is being organised by women 
who are concerned that there will be turbines in their backyards�  They are concerned about the 
welfare and well-being of their families and it is a genuine concern�  I have a simple question 
for the wind energy developers.  Would they agree to have one or up to five of these turbines in 
their own backyard?  That is essentially what is being proposed�  If they cannot give an honest 
answer to that question, why would they impose it on their neighbours?  That is at the heart of 
the planning process�  As the Minister of State said, the scale of these turbines is not like any-
thing we have seen previously�

The reason there should be a moratorium is that we are giving planning permission, the 
planning process is in train without proper regulation and there are no proper ground rules in 
place�  The wind energy developers are travelling through counties Laois, Offaly and West-
meath in the evening and at night with their cheque books�  They are signing up with options 
for everybody in an area, knowing that they do not intend to place turbines on that land or in 
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these areas�  As they are not the Society of St� Vincent de Paul, why would they sign a contract 
for €3,000?  They are doing so in areas that have not been designated for the development of 
wind farms�  They are showing no regard for planning provisions or county development plans�

I emphasise that this is not merely a personal view or position�  The economist Colm Mc-
Carthy has pointed out that we are building the next bubble and will require a NAMA for wind 
farms at some future date�  Economists at the ESRI, meanwhile, have described the plan as cur-
rently constituted as unworkable�  The insight offered by these independent persons and bodies 
should be embedded in the guidelines, and those guidelines must be statutorily binding and 
consistently applied throughout the country�

15/05/2013P00200Senator  Terry Leyden: Everybody accepts that alternative and renewable energy projects 
are vital for this country’s future�  The Bill brought forward by Senator John Kelly in this re-
gard has great merit and deserves serious consideration by the Government�  The major issue, 
however, is location�  In Germany, for example, turbines are located on national primary routes, 
at considerable distance from residential areas�  Any of us could sit down and quickly identify 
locations in this country which would be suitable for wind turbines and which, crucially, would 
not impact on residences, which is the primary objective�  At the very least, we must have some 
type of arrangement whereby in cases where it is deemed to be in the national interest, it would 
be in order for an arrangement to be made between the Government, developers and landown-
ers�  The ESB has always followed certain rules and guidelines in regard to the erection of 
electricity lines, many of which are lain along national primary routes�

As far as smaller units are concerned, it is essential that communities have the capacity 
to develop small wind turbines that would supply energy for a number of houses in an area�  
Again, however, guidelines should apply in terms of required distances from dwellings�  The 
case of the family outside of Roscommon to which Senator Kelly and others referred is very 
upsetting�  These people settled in that location for the peace and tranquillity it offered, but now 
find themselves living beside a wind turbine.  It is not that the noise is excessive but rather that it 
is constant, which is very distressing for them�  We must consider all the options�  The offshore 
option, for instance, is very attractive albeit more expensive�  There are several unoccupied 
islands off our shores which might offer suitable locations for development�

We all accept that our potential to harness alternative energy sources must be explored�  
There is a market abroad for what we can produce and development of this area will allow 
us to reduce our oil imports.  These are very practical benefits but, as I said, we must explore 
all our options and not just in the case of wind energy�  There are opportunities for harnessing 
small rivers, for example�  In Athleague in County Roscommon, for instance, the old mill on the 
River Suck could be mobilised for water turbines�  Yet no action is being taken in this regard�  
There is, in fact, little evidence of an innovative approach by the State in the provision of alter-
native energy�  There should, as a matter of priority, be enhanced support for small enterprises 
to provide turbines, whether for wind or water energy�  There is also potential to facilitate the 
production of the turbines themselves in this State�  As I understand it, most of the equipment is 
currently imported from China�

In short, there is a balance to be struck in all of this�  Senator Kelly’s Bill, with amendments, 
should be reconsidered by the Government�  It would offer some certainty to families who are 
very concerned by the location of these turbines�

15/05/2013P00300Senator  Michael Comiskey: I welcome the Minister of State to the House for this inter-
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esting debate�  Security of energy supply is vital for the economy and for society�  That supply 
must be continuous and must meet the everyday needs of homes and businesses�  Ireland’s 
energy network compares favourably with those of our European counterparts and maintaining 
that network must be a priority if we are to continue to attract foreign direct investment�

Given that fossil fuel resources are finite, the capacity to establish a stable and robust sup-
ply of energy from alternative and renewable sources is imperative�  The renewable energy 
network must be capable of meeting the needs of the economy and society now and into the 
future�  Ireland is in an enviable position in this regard in possessing massive potential for wind 
energy, particularly along the western coastline�  By harnessing this resource, we can ensure a 
clean and effective energy supply which will ultimately reduce our reliance on imported fossil 
fuels�  Moreover, by developing and investing in these technologies we will be meeting our ob-
ligations under the renewable energy directive, which requires Ireland to increase its take from 
renewable energies by 40% by 2020�  Reducing our dependence on imported fuels, meanwhile, 
has the additional benefit of significantly reducing our atmospheric CO2 levels.

There is an additional potential benefit for Ireland in investing in wind technology, namely, 
not only to supply domestic demand but to exceed it and thus offer opportunities for export�  
In this regard, I welcome the memorandum of understanding that was recently agreed by the 
Minister, Deputy Pat Rabbitte, and his British counterpart establishing a commitment between 
Ireland and the United Kingdom to work closely in harnessing the economic benefits from a 
mutual trade in renewable energy.  The memorandum is a first step in establishing a successful 
export market for renewable energy which will reap benefits for the State in terms of employ-
ment growth and export earnings from the domestic market�  The United Kingdom is facing a 
potential energy shortage by 2015, which presents an opportunity for Ireland�  I also welcomed 
the Minister’s announcement in April of an extension to the REFIT 2 scheme, which gives 
investors until 2017 to assist in achieving renewable energy targets�  This creates a positive 
incentive for investors in the renewable energy sector and will further assist in the achievement 
of our green energy targets, particularly in the wind energy sector�

I agree that it is important to consider the concerns of local communities when establishing 
new technologies�  Above all, the highest international standards of health and safety, environ-
ment and visual impact must be adhered to at all times�  In this regard, Government policy in-
cludes an imperative for State companies and individuals to engage early and with transparency 
with local communities and stakeholders in all energy projects�  In addition, State companies 
are mandated to plan developments in a safe and effective manner and to mitigate, as far as pos-
sible, the impact on the human environment and landscape�

The wind energy guidelines, which offer advice to planning authorities on a framework for 
wind energy projects, are under review�  I welcome this progress�  Much of the technology in-
volved in delivering wind and renewable energy is very new�  As that technology continues to 
evolve and improve, so too should the guidelines in respect of the planning process�  There is a 
great deal of work to be done in this area and a balance must be found in terms of minimising 
the impact on local communities and the environment�  The potential of alternative energy to re-
duce our over-reliance on a finite import resource is substantial.  That will be an important con-
sideration in devising an energy policy that is capable of meeting the demands of our economy 
and society into the future�  There is much to be gained from exploring the opportunities that 
exist in this area�  I listened carefully to Senator John Kelly when he spoke about the problems 
arising from the location of wind turbines on lowlands or in close proximity to buildings�  Along 
the western seaboard, however, there is ample opportunity to build the technology at a suitable 
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distance from residences�

15/05/2013P00400Senator  Jimmy Harte: I welcome the Minister of State�  This is a subject that causes 
raised eyebrows throughout the country, no more so than in Donegal where, from my experi-
ence as a councillor over the years, there is something of a negative view towards the develop-
ment of wind energy�

1 o’clock

There seemed to an attitude in the east of Donegal, although it was not such an issue for the 
west of the county because we had the tourism factor there�  Everyone recognises the vast po-
tential for wind energy in a county like Donegal�  However, the situation is similar to that con-
cerning the mobile phone masts�  The biggest issue in that regard was that communities were 
not consulted and, therefore, they felt that something was going on in the background, whether 
between the council and developers or between certain individuals who had inside knowledge�  
While this was not correct much of the time, it was a factor�

  In one case, three years ago, a mobile phone mast was being erected near a school in Ra-
melton and the community was totally opposed to it�  To be fair, the company involved met and 
sat down with local people, and agreed to look for another site outside the town�  As a result, 
the issue of the mobile phone mast died overnight�  Legally, the company could have pushed 
the mast on the area, and it had all the background information to allay health fears, but it felt 
the community had to be consulted as they were the people who would have to live there for 
the rest of their days�

  There is a psychological issue in having a turbine close by and visible in an area where 
people expect to see just hills or mountains�  Even if there is no health evidence, it is like the 
situation where a decommissioned ESB pole is hanging over a house, in that the fact it is there 
causes a difficulty.  The county councils and companies must consider this issue.

  I urge that Senator Kelly’s Bill be pushed forward by the Government sooner rather than 
later�  This all comes down to local communities getting a say and ensuring that fears are al-
layed�  There are parts of Donegal where no one is living for miles, and there may be a case 
for turbines to be located in such areas�  I am a supporter of alternative energy and believe 
everybody has a positive view of it�  However, this should not be to the detriment of the tour-
ism industry and local communities�  I know 99�9% of a local community will work with those 
who want to develop wind turbines or mobile phone masts�  While I do not know how county 
councils are being directed at this stage, Senator Kelly’s Bill is a good template the councils 
could use.  Nonetheless, the local people are as important as the planning office.  My experience 
is that, at times, some planners have a different attitude from other planners, and difficulties 
have arisen where a planner was determined to push ahead with a project against the wishes of 
the community�  This is where the whole thing falls down�  We should be cautious with all our 
legislation�

15/05/2013Q00200Senator  Terry Brennan: I support Senator Kelly and his colleagues�  In my own area, 
there are plans for six turbine masts at Rockmarshall, a very scenic area of north Louth�  These 
masts would be higher than the Spire in O’Connell Street and twice the height of Liberty Hall, 
and to have them in a scenic area where local people cannot build houses for themselves is 
beyond comprehension�

I want to focus on a sustainable energy community, Dundalk 2020, that was established 
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some years ago by the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland, SEAI�  This is a community in 
which everyone works together to be more efficient in the use of energy and it is a major team 
effort�  The development of a sustainable energy community requires an holistic approach, with 
the public sector, private sector and homeowners working together to reduce energy costs and 
their own energy bills�  The sustainable energy community in Dundalk is playing its part in 
achieving our national energy targets for 2020, having been established by the SEAI in conjunc-
tion with Louth County Council, other local authorities and other local and national partners�  
Those bodies must be applauded for their vision and commitment to reducing energy costs and 
carbon emissions�  I believe SEAI, together with other local authorities, hopes to establish other 
sustainable energy communities similar to that at Dundalk�

Dundalk 2020 has successfully established a number of projects which save approximately 
5,000 tonnes of CO2 gas emissions being emitted into the atmosphere annually, which is a ma-
jor success.  The Dundalk zone is a 4 sq. km area where 2,500 people live, 3,000 people work 
and 5,800 people are in full-time education.  The Louth local authorities were the first bodies 
to implement a structured energy management system and they established a dedicated team 
that has in the past eight years saved €500,000 for Louth County Council�  Dundalk Institute of 
Technology, DKIT, has installed an 850 KW wind turbine on its campus as well as a 125 KW 
storage battery to store energy, and I understand this is contributing to a reduction in the energy 
costs of the college campus�  In addition, 160 residents in the Ard Easmuinn estate in Dundalk, 
working together to conserve energy, have saved themselves in excess of €300,000 per annum�  
These examples of what has been achieved in Dundalk should be emulated in all local author-
ity areas throughout the country, thereby saving energy and costs and, importantly, saving on 
emissions of CO2 to our atmosphere�

15/05/2013Q00300Senator  Denis Landy: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  I support all that has 
been said in the debate on common sense prevailing in regard to the provision of wind farms 
throughout the country.  However, I would ask what is the first concern for Government.  In my 
opinion, it is the welfare of the communities across rural Ireland�  Secondary to that should be 
the provision of energy through wind farms�

I have a long history of dealing with wind energy developers�  Well over ten years ago in 
south Tipperary, in a small place called Ahenny on the fringes of Carrick-on-Suir and on the 
border of Tipperary and Kilkenny, a wind energy development company came visiting�  It tried 
to destroy that area with a wind farm�  I and other people in the area fought it on the basis of the 
destruction of the community and of the scenic and historical value of the Ahenny high crosses 
which were located there�  We won that battle and the company went away�  However, it has 
divided the community up to this day�  There were people in the community who were promised 
money, who were called on late at night and who were given post-signed cheques�  However, 
they never got to draw down those cheques and, to this day, they do not speak to me�  That is 
what this type of thing does to communities in this country, and we need to be aware of it�

At the moment, the same thing is happening again�  People have been visited across Laois 
and other areas and they have been promised money before any public consultation has taken 
place�  A public consultation is supposed to consult with communities, developers, the State 
and the local authority to see that what is being implemented is in the best interest of the com-
munity and also of the economics of the country�  That is not happening�  The public consulta-
tion process in this country is a joke, not only in respect of wind energy but in respect of every 
other service�  I have attended meetings where hundreds of people congregate in small halls in 
rural Ireland�  The developers are there wearing their suits giving their hand-outs to the people�  
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There is no discussion or independent analysis of what is happening and no independent body 
set up or provided to examine what exactly happens as a result of the discussions�  Then we go 
away and grant planning permission�

Local authorities bring forward county development plans on a six-year rolling basis�  There 
is now a requirement within those county development plans to deal with wind energy�  Devel-
opers are riding over those plans, ignoring them in their rush to put up wind farms across the 
country�  I was a councillor for 23 years, as were many other people here�  If we go to meetings 
with concerned citizens about issues such as wind energy and tell them that as councillors we 
have no power whatsoever because the county development plans will be overridden by guide-
lines, what is the purpose of local authorities?  The guidelines that Senator Kelly is bringing 
forward need to be brought forward as statutory powers implemented in each county develop-
ment plan�  This needs to happen quickly�  We do not want the opportunity to develop an energy 
source in this country because it will end up in the Supreme Court and will drag on for years on 
end�  That is what will happen�  I ask the Minister of State to give the lead in this and take action 
on the planning process�  The Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources will 
deal with the economics and the energy benefit.  I know that the Minister of State will deal with 
this and I look forward to her coming forward on this matter�

15/05/2013R00200Senator  Tony Mulcahy: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  I acknowledge 
the efforts of the wind industry in helping to reduce our expenditure on fossil fuels over recent 
years but I have a serious problem with the Government policy which states:

We will ensure that future wind farms are built in locations where wind regime is best 
and that they are built in large numbers or in clusters to reduce the cost of connection to the 
grid under new plan led Gate 4 process as opposed to the existing developer led system�

Unfortunately there are citizens throughout the State and in my county, Clare, in Kilmarry 
and the midlands who are terrified at the prospect of 500 ft and 600 ft turbines being built out-
side their doors�  There is no distance restriction�  I have seen the 200 ft turbines and I would 
not like to see the 600 ft ones�  Telling somebody that this will be built half a kilometre from 
his or her door does not take citizens into consideration.  We should be concerned about them 
above all.  I am not altogether sure of the economic justification for all these turbines and the 
electricity they will create�  None of the turbines is made here�  There will be money to be made 
out of the concrete or the few trucks that will drive down the road for a couple of years to put 
them in place, but what jobs will come after that?

15/05/2013R00300Senator  Denis Landy: Hear, hear�

15/05/2013R00400Senator  Tony Mulcahy: The people who will maintain the turbines will be brought in 
from Denmark and Germany�  They are not Irish�  There will be no jobs�  Will we get cheaper 
electricity for our industry or households?  What is the actual economic benefit to the Exche-
quer?  What money will the State, Ireland Inc�, get by selling all this electricity to the UK, if the 
UK takes it, as Senator Clune said?  I am not sure that will happen�

There is a serious problem in the Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Re-
sources because the Green Party’s legacy from the last Government is still in place�  I mean no 
disrespect to Fianna Fáil.  The other crew was the problem.  That legacy exists and it is wind, 
wind and more wind�  There are several biomass projects in the country, one of which I am 
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promoting, a wood-burning industry that will create 5,000 farm incomes and provide real jobs 
in the construction and running of the plant and provide a renewable resource in the growing 
of timber to continue it�  That is a closed economy in the locality�  Domestic waste to energy 
projects, sewage waste to energy projects would also provide real jobs and income�  They would 
provide a small amount of electricity to our grid, and locally they will provide income in closed 
economies�  There is an absolute resistance within the Department of Communications, Energy 
and Natural Resources and within CER to anything other than wind�  I would like the Minis-
ter of State to come back to me and say this is worth €10 billion over the next ten years to the 
country, this is where we will get it and these are the 10,000 or 15,000 jobs that will be created�

I have no problem with the farmer who is getting an income from this but I do not see why 
his or her neighbour should be discommoded without getting a shilling�  If we are going to 
be fair to communities we must be fair to everybody in the community if they are going to be 
landed with these turbines in some way shape or form�  If they must be discommoded there 
must be a compensation package to allow that to happen�  I fully understand that not everyone 
will want to leave his or her own community�  A great deal of consideration must be given to 
this policy before we drive ahead and put up all these turbines�  Some day ten years from now 
the UK may turn the tap off and say it no longer wants our electricity because it has come up 
with another resource�

15/05/2013R00500Minister of State at the Department of Foreign Affairs (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I 
thank all the Senators who participated in the debate�  There was a high level of engagement, 
concern and knowledge�  A couple of common themes emerged, the main one being the impor-
tance of the community, of listening to what the community has to say and of real consultation�  
That is an absolute priority for me too�  As I said in my opening statement, we received 550 
submissions when we had the initial consultation�  We will have a further statutory consultation 
later in the year�  I encourage people to give their views to the Department so that they will be 
in the mix�  I am sure the Senators will do likewise�  I too have received e-mails from people 
and Senator Whelan is right to say that women are leading in this respect�  People are express-
ing real and genuine concern�  It is our duty as legislators to ensure that we take those concerns 
on board�

This is about balance because we must also consider the statutory obligations and commit-
ments that we have entered into and the importance of renewable energy in respect of climate 
change, etc�, nationally and internationally�  We must take those obligations seriously too�  Ev-
erybody who contributed to the debate acknowledged that�  I think I have outlined the process 
fairly clearly already�  We will now read the submissions we have received and take them into 
consideration for draft guidelines which will be put out for public consultation for a period of 
between six weeks and two months.  The final guidelines will be developed from that process.

Some of the matters raised were strictly speaking for the Minister for Communications, 
Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, and for the Government as a whole�  Senators 
Barrett, Clune and Mulcahy raised the broader issues of value for money and the benefit to the 
country�  I have no doubt that the Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Re-
sources is working on those areas�  It has also commissioned a study from Sustainable Energy 
Ireland which will feed into our process�  That is a somewhat limited study�  It does not cover 
the broad issues that the Senators raised�  There are much broader issues that must be addressed�  
A number of Senators highlighted the issue of consistency in the application and interpretation 
of plans�  I have strong views in this regard and I have been in touch with the local authorities 
with regard to what we call the hierarchy of plans, in other words, that other plans and guide-
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lines should be taken into account in the drafting of development plans�  Some local authorities 
are better than others with regard to enforcement and compliance with the various statutory 
guidelines and plans�  This is an important issue�  

I refer to the significant role of An Bord Pleanála.  The right of appeal to An Bord Pleanála 
is available to be used by the public�  Senator Kelly and others are of the view that distances 
should be specified in legislation.  However, technology is changing.  Senator Mulcahy referred 
to the very large turbines that may or may not be coming down the line�  A number of factors 
relate to the technology of how to deal with the effect of noise on those living and working near 
the proposed developments�  It is reasonable to wait for the expert and peer review�  The Minis-
ter, Deputy Rabbitte has established a review of practices in other countries, such as Scotland, 
which will inform any decision�  We need to inform ourselves about a very rapidly changing 
situation�  The original guidelines were drawn up when turbines were much lower in height than 
the proposed turbines�  

On the suggestion that there should be a distance of 1,000 m between the turbines and other 
buildings, NUI Maynooth has carried out studies which show that a 1 km setback would mean 
only 9�4% of the country would be available for consideration for wind turbines�  Higher levels 
of setback for higher turbines would mean that even less of the country would be available�  The 
Department is considering that data from NUI Maynooth�  Many factors need to be taken into 
account but I accept that the view of the community must be to the fore and it may not have 
been taken into consideration heretofore�  I assure the House that from my perspective, this 
view will be taken into consideration�  As public representatives we must ensure that the views 
of local people are a central part of the consideration, while also ensuring that binding targets 
are achieved�  We will need to exploit the opportunities for the country presented by our natural 
advantage in a number of renewable technologies and energy�

I thank all those who contributed to the debate�  I have tried to respond as directly as I can 
to the points raised but I am available to hear other views�  I have outlined the timeframe for 
the process and the House will be informed of progress�  When the draft guidelines are issued I 
expect to hear very strong views expressed by those Senators who hold them�

15/05/2013S00200Senator  Cáit Keane: I propose the suspension of the sitting until 3 p�m�

15/05/2013S00300Acting Chairman (Senator Deirdre Clune): Is that agreed?  Agreed�

  Sitting suspended at 1.25 p.m. and resumed at 3 p.m. 

3 o’clock

OECD Review of Irish Pensions System: Statements

15/05/2013T00200Acting Chairman  (Senator  Paul Coghlan): I welcome the Minister for Social Protection, 
Deputy Joan Burton�

15/05/2013T00300Minister for Social Protection  (Deputy  Joan Burton): I thank the Acting Chairman and 
the Seanad for the invitation to speak about the OECD pensions report and give Senators some 
background information on it�  
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Secure and adequate finances are one of the fundamental components of a happy and active 
retirement�  The sustainability of the pensions system is a particular concern�  The demograph-
ics, or population bonuses, Ireland has mean we have many more older people living a lot 
longer�  In recent years the social welfare budget has gone up by €200 million to €300 million 
per annum in respect of an increase in the number of older people qualifying for retirement pay-
ments against the background of a deterioration in the public finance.

In the future the task of financing increased pension spending will fall to a diminishing share 
of the population�  Currently, there are 5�3 people at work to one retired person, but by 2060 
the figure will decline to 2.1 working adults to one older person.  Life expectancy in Ireland is 
increasing and while this is a very welcome development, it also presents very real and obvious 
public policy challenges as to how we provide for the retirement people would like to enjoy�  It 
was in that context and the context of the financial crash the country had suffered, that in April 
2012 I commissioned the OECD to review long-term pension policy in Ireland�  I launched the 
completed review of the pensions system jointly with the OECD on 22 April�  It is informed by 
the extensive consultation undertaken by the OECD in Ireland but also internationally as part of 
its work�  It takes account of the considerable body of work already completed in Ireland on the 
analysis of the pensions system and the different proposals for reform brought forward in recent 
years�  It provides excellent comparative data between the pension arrangements in Ireland and 
those in OECD countries with comparable systems�  It draws on international experience and 
examples in the recommendations and options proposed for reform�  It looks at critical issues, 
that is, the sustainability of the pensions system in the light of population and investment chal-
lenges; adequacy and coverage levels in order to ensure an adequate income in retirement, with 
a particular focus on the lower and middle income group; the modernity of pension systems 
to ensure flexibility in the labour market and supporting mechanisms for longer working; and 
equity within the pensions system�

During its visits to Ireland the OECD team met the representatives of a broad range of sec-
toral organisations, including representatives of older people, the pensions industry, employer 
and trade union groups, and academic, social and economic policy experts�  It worked closely 
with my own officials and those in other Departments.  In addition, I hosted a very successful 
consultation forum, including all relevant stakeholders, at Farmleigh House in September 2012 
when the OECD was presenting a preliminary assessment of its thoughts on pensions in Ireland�  
The good news is that Ireland is in a relatively favourable position compared with most OECD 
countries with regard to pension spending and the adequacy of retirement income provision�  
Most importantly, the economic situation of pensioners in Ireland is comparatively good with 
respect to other age groups in the population and international comparators�  The report also 
shows that recent decisions which have been made are in line with the roadmap needed for 
pensions reform�  Compared to the rest of the population, older people have the lowest poverty 
rates at 1�9% and are least likely to be at risk of poverty, which points to the adequacy of the 
State pension�  This highlights why it has been important to protect core pension and welfare 
rates, which I have been able to do in recent budgets�  However, the report also raises question 
marks about aspects of the Irish pensions system�  This is precisely why we asked an inde-
pendent, respected body like the OECD to give us its objective perspective�  We must ensure 
that the State pension remains sustainable in light of demographic changes and that the public 
finances can support these changes.

I have introduced a number of significant reforms to pensions in recent years.  In 2014, the 
State pension age will be standardised at 66�  The State pension age will then be increased over 
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time to 67 in 2021 and 68 in 2028�  In September 2012, a number of changes to the State pen-
sion rate bands came into effect for new customers�  In order to simplify the State pension, a 
move to a total-contributions approach to determining eligibility for the State pension is already 
planned in 2020 to replace the current averaging system�  This is a measure which is supported 
by the OECD�  These reforms will ensure that the level of pension paid will be directly propor-
tionate to the number of social insurance contributions made by a person over his or her work-
ing life�  Aligning the rate of pension paid with the contribution made ensures that those who 
contribute more during a working life will benefit more in retirement.  It also makes the State 
pension system more transparent�  The overall objective of the pension system in Ireland is to 
provide an adequate and sustainable basic standard of living through direct State supports and 
to encourage people through generous tax reliefs to make supplementary pension provision so 
that they may have an adequate income replacement rate when they retire from work�

While the State pension is expected to provide sufficient retirement income for the lowest 
paid workers, many people retiring from work will have a significant income gap if they do not 
have supplementary private pension provision�  However, only 51% of people in employment 
aged 20 to 69 have pension coverage�  This relatively low rate of pension coverage is a key con-
cern of the Government�  This is why the programme for Government includes a commitment 
to reforming the pension system to progressively achieve universal coverage, with particular 
focus on lower-paid workers�  We are talking, for instance, about women, many of whom have 
varied working patterns due to family commitments at different stages in their lives, and about 
atypical workers.  Many employers with zero-hour contracts offer relatively small employment 
hours and the people on such contracts often rely on two or three days social welfare per week 
to bring their incomes up to an adequate level�  It is for this reason that we are looking at an 
auto-enrolment system�  Such schemes are a very positive way to increase supplementary pen-
sion coverage�  As well as giving a pension to people who may never have received one, the 
scale of a single pensions system would bring benefits in terms of lower charges.

I issued the report on charges in the Irish pensions system a few months ago�  While the 
report identified that charges in Ireland can be very high, particularly for very small schemes, 
overall many of the charges for the larger schemes are broadly in line with international levels�  I 
recognise, however, that the introduction of an auto-enrolment system would be best supported 
by a more favourable economic environment than currently exists�  An auto-enrolment scheme 
is something I would look to introduce when the economy is in better shape and people’s in-
comes have recovered.  In that context, the findings and recommendations of the OECD report 
are not prescriptive�  I note that the OECD did not do costings on all of the recommendations 
it made�  The recommendations are more indicative of a broad roadmap of what the country 
requires if it aims to have a sustainable pensions system which meets people’s expectations, 
particularly younger and middle-aged people who come to retire in 20 to 30 years time�

The report provides a wide choice of measures for consideration which involve a number of 
Departments�  None of the structural options put forward has been costed and detailed analysis 
of some of these options will be required before decisions can be brought to Government�  The 
report is being examined in detail and I will bring a response to Government for decision setting 
out a roadmap for long-term pensions policy in Ireland�  We must recognise that there are costs 
involved in providing for good retirement incomes and that the earlier we can bring forward 
reform, the better�  My aim is to ensure that we engage actively in this process to ensure that all 
older people have a safe and secure retirement with an income which is capable of meeting the 
expectations they have for their retirement�
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15/05/2013U00200Senator  Paschal Mooney: I welcome the Minister to the House�  I could not help but 
reflect while listening to her contribution that the much-maligned Fianna Fáil Administration 
of 2002 to 2007 had an enduring legacy in the vision of the then Minister for Finance, Charlie 
McCreevy, in setting up the National Pensions Reserve Fund�  It was unique�  As subsequent 
events were to prove, it was a very useful pot into which the last Government and current Ad-
ministration have been able to dip for reasons other than those for which it was established�  
The Minister will remember clearly the buzzwords when the fund was established, including 
the reference to a pensions “time bomb”�  The issue of a pensions time bomb has become more 
rather than less acute in the intervening years due to the changing demographic profile of the 
Irish population�  I have no doubt that it will continue to actively concern the Government 
and its successors�  I hope we do not ever reach a point where the non-productive element of 
the population starts to outstrip the productive element and that one person will be working to 
supplement the income of two who are retired�  That is what the pensions time bomb means�

The report is logical�  It recognises the importance of greater security for those approaching 
retirement and of ensuring fairness for younger workers saving for retirement�  It acknowledges 
that anomalies have built up which must be addressed�  The basic conclusion of the report is 
that the current system is disjointed and inconsistent in its coverage of and outcomes for public 
and private-sector workers and State pensioners�  The Minister addressed these issues to a great 
extent in her contribution.  There are certain figures in the report which suggest rather starkly 
the challenge faced by the Government�  According to the Pensions Board, only 54% of people 
in the workforce have pension coverage�  While the public service coverage is in excess of 
90%, coverage in other areas is exceptionally low�  In the hotel and restaurants sector, coverage 
is only 23%.  In the wholesale and retail trade, coverage is only 25%.  These are stark figures 
which present the reality of the challenges the Government faces in squaring the circle�

An interesting aspect of the debate is that employers are obliged by law to offer employees 
access to a pension�  Only 43% of those interviewed had not been offered access�  Of those, 
93% had never asked an employer about access to a pension�  I am sure the Minister will have 
some comments on that�  The other aspect of the statistics concerns awareness of the tax relief 
on pension contributions�  While it is high, at 73%, the majority of people did not know or 
had incorrectly understood the amount of tax relief that applies�  Perhaps this is something the 
Department of Social Protection, in terms of knowledge and communications, could examine�

Some consideration has been given to mandatory pensions but the Minister has not touched 
upon it�  I can understand why because it is a thorny issue�  The State must grapple with the 
issue in years to come�  An interesting comparator is the Australian style of a compulsory 9% 
superannuation�  While attractive in the short-term, it would be politically unacceptable for 
any party in government in light of the continuing demands on the Irish electorate in terms of 
widening the tax base�  Of the OECD countries, only Ireland and New Zealand do not have 
compulsory pensions saving.  I am not suggesting the Minister should fly a kite because it is a 
political timebomb�  Any Government would shy away from it in the current tax environment�  
The OECD report states that mandatory contributions to pensions may be perceived as a tax, 
discouraging people from working�

On the tax treatment of pension contributions, the OECD report has unequivocally con-
cluded that the Government system of tax incentives disproportionately benefits higher income 
groups�  For those who have incomes too low to pay income tax and credits, the OECD pro-
poses a Government subsidy or a matching contribution in an individual’s retirement savings�  I 
refer to the Administration from 2002 to 2007�  One legacy, now long forgotten and consigned 
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to history, is the SSIA scheme that encouraged people to save�  It was a runaway success�  It 
worked well in that case and perhaps, in the context of the Government providing a matching 
contribution or subsidy to an individual’s saving scheme, it may be worth examining�  The 
Fianna Fáil Party recognises that pension tax relief is a significant cost to the State.  Our most 
recent budget proposals envisage a reduction in the annual earnings limit�

One of the persistent criticisms of the private pension industry is that it is designed to make 
vast sums of money for the pensions manufacturers, fund managers, administrators and inter-
mediaries�  I can never get my head around it�  It is often described as opaque, confusing and 
offering mediocre to poor value for the pension holders�  The Department of Social Protection 
issued a report last year showing the impact of high charges, particularly in the case of small 
schemes�  Perhaps the Minister will comment in this respect�  We are encouraging people to 
take out pensions in their 20s�  The report showed that in the case of someone who saved €250 a 
month from the age of 35, after 30 years of saving, and without any charges, the pension would 
amount to €10,000 in retirement�  The average charge of 2�18% per year, it reduces the fund 
by €62,000 leaving a sum of €6,900�  This is a scandal�  The pension industry has much to be 
answerable for and I am sure the Minister, being the determined Minister she is, will have some 
issues in this regard�

15/05/2013V00200Senator  Martin Conway: I welcome the Minister to the House�  As she is one of the star 
performers in Cabinet and is no shrinking violet by any stretch of the imagination, I have no 
doubt the future of pensions is in good hands�  She will work diligently and determinedly to put 
together a template based on the recommendations of the OECD report referred to by Senator 
Paschal Mooney�

I agree with much of the commentary of Senator Mooney.  It is interesting to reflect on the 
time of Charlie McCreevy and the concept of the National Pensions Reserve Fund�  It is an aw-
ful shame they did not get more things right�  If they had, perhaps we would be in a better posi-
tion to fund pensions�  It is important to acknowledge where good things were done and I am 
happy to do so�  The OECD report provides a template of best practice and the ideal scenario�  
We must tailor that according to our needs�  We must implement a timeframe according to our 
economic recovery and tailor it in a way that suits our population�

It is a positive development that the health of the nation has improved to such a degree that 
we are dealing with the problem�  The idea that two adults will work to sustain one elderly per-
son is why we invest in health services�  That is due to the advent of modern technology and 
improvements in medicine.  It leads us to the situation and is reflected internationally.  With that 
in mind, it is important to plan in the long term�  It is important to ensure the foundation is put 
in place during this Administration to ensure the problem is adequately dealt with�

The pension age will increase incrementally between now and 2022.  That is reflective of an 
ageing population�  It is important and critical that we get this right�  It is not a party political 
issue but it is a political issue�  It is not a political football because we are dealing with the future 
of every citizen in this country.  We need cross-party and cross-political consensus as far as it is 
achievable to ensure an effective, proper structured framework is in place so that when people 
come of age and move into their late 60s and early 70s, they have the comfort and security of 
being financially independent during good healthy years.

A couple of other issues have also been referred to, including the scandalous behaviour 
of pension companies�  This country has seen the devastation caused by the reckless and in-
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adequately regulated banking industry�  We need tighter regulation in terms of pensions�  I 
commend the Minister for what she said in this regard�  I have no doubt it will be dealt with 
adequately.  The figures quoted by Senator Mooney, whereby €3,100 is lost per annum in the 
case of someone who saves €250 per week, is shocking and extremely worrying�  It is the greed 
of the private sector, which led this country into the state we are in�  It is the greed of right-wing 
economics�  The idea of light touch regulation did not work, as clearly demonstrated through-
out the world�  Let us regulate it�  If necessary, I have no problem with overregulation as it is 
protecting the future of our people�  The notion of survival right-wing politics, philosophy and 
economics has totally failed throughout the whole world�  It will not resolve the challenges we 
face�  I was asked to speak on this topic at a late hour but I commend the Minister and I wish 
her well in an extremely important task for the future of our nation�

15/05/2013V00300Senator  Jillian van Turnhout: I welcome the Minister to the House�  When the Minister 
has the opportunity, I look forward to her publishing and discussing her planned roadmap for 
long-term pensions policy in Ireland�  This debate shows the interest we have in the policy�  As 
time is limited, I wish to share my initial thoughts on the OECD review�  I have two major con-
cerns regarding the manner in which the pensions system is operating - our ageing population 
and the State’s reliance on current expenditure to cover pension costs�  I will address the latter 
first.  

Private companies fund their pension schemes through future liabilities, but the State uses 
current expenditure.  In the private sector many pension schemes have been adjusted, modified 
or even closed to new entrants and it has been necessary to cut entitlements�  While I am not 
happy about any of this, it is the reality of what is happening�  However, there is a real genera-
tional issue and the current generation is set to lose out�  The ESRI report published yesterday 
shows clearly that those who are in their 40s or under are bearing the brunt of the recession�  The 
national pensions framework published in March 2010 showed that there were six workers to 
each pensioner.  However, that figure will be halved by 2032 to a ratio of 3:1 and by 2050 there 
will only be two workers to each pensioner�  Moreover, that is not guesswork but mathematics�

The ratio in the public sector is more startling and has been exacerbated by early retirements 
and the recruitment moratorium�  The same generation that is disproportionately affected by 
the recession through high unemployment, mortgage arrears and negative equity will also be 
obliged to pay the price of a pensions shortfall unless the issue is dealt with�  By the time this 
generation retires, there will be nothing left in the pot.  There is a social insurance fund deficit 
of €1.5 billion per year.  According to KPMG, the deficit will reach €324 billion in the next 55 
years unless action is taken now�  This sum of €324 billion is a phenomenal amount�  It is nearly 
twice the national debt and more than twice Ireland’s GDP in 2011�  Consequently, we really 
must get serious about talking about solutions and not simply talking about the ageing popula-
tion.  There must be discussions on whether benefits will be reduced or whether PRSI contribu-
tions will be increased�  It has been estimated that PRSI contributions would need to be raised 
by three quarters from now, were that bill to be met over 55 years�  That is an indication of how 
serious this matter is�  Consideration must be given to providing an incentive for employers 
and employees to invest�  Senator Paschal Mooney mentioned the position in Australia, but I 
note the Labor Party Government there introduced that scheme in 1992 with a 3% contribution�  
Thereafter, over a 15 year period, the Australian authorities raised the figure to 9%.  Perhaps 
there is an opportunity to start at a figure of 1% or 2% at a low age and then to raise it.  I do not 
suggest this is the answer, but the figures are dramatic and drastic and this is not a problem out 
of which one can hope the economy will naturally lift Ireland�
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It is known that the earlier one starts to invest in one’s pension, the better�  As the Minister 
stated, the basic State pension in Ireland is relatively generous when compared with that in oth-
er OECD countries, but I note retirees in other countries often receive bigger pensions overall 
because they contribute to mandatory pension schemes�  That is their culture and the system�  I 
also note the recent European Union White Paper, An Agenda for Adequate, Safe and Sustain-
able Pensions, concluded the financial pressure of an ageing population inevitably would lead 
to longer working lives and the need for private pension funding to fill the gap left by reduc-
tions in public pensions�  One need only consider the situation in Waterford Crystal regarding 
its defined benefit scheme.  One worker retires and receives 100%, but six months later the next 
one retires and receives between 18% and 20%�  Is that fair or equitable?

I will move on briefly to the issue of the ageing population.  Everyone is aware that in com-
mon with the rest of Europe, Ireland has an ageing population�  A total of 781,000 people, or 
approximately 7% of the population, are aged 60 years and over.  This figure is expected to 
double by 2050, when it will account for 29% of the population�  An ageing population will 
have serious consequences for Ireland, including longer working lives, lower economic growth, 
labour shortages, reduced consumption, considerable pressure on women to fill the gaps in the 
labour market, alongside caring for children and elderly relatives, and a considerable reduction 
in the social insurance fund and the National Pensions Reserve Fund�  However, Ireland does 
have something in its favour - its birthrate�  One cannot consider these issues in isolation and 
Ireland must invest in children�  It is our collective responsibility, given that in economic terms, 
children are a merit good�  Children have value to others beyond their family as future taxpayers 
and workers whose contributions will help to fund State pensions�  I will sum it up in one line 
from the English MP, Mr� Frank Field, who said, “I may not have children; but I need someone 
to have them if my pension is to be paid�”  Therefore, let us invest in children also�

15/05/2013W00200Acting Chairman (Senator Paul Bradford): I thank the Senator for her interesting con-
clusion�

15/05/2013W00300Senator  Marie Moloney: I assure the Senator I will not be doing that, grandchildren per-
haps but not children�  

I welcome the Minister who, as always, is welcome�  The report which all Members have 
read suggests all citizens should take out a private pension policy to supplement their State 
pension in years to come�  This, of course, is because people are living longer which is most 
welcome, but the flipside is that there is greater demand on the pensions pot.  I also came in 
armed with statistics and figures, but there is no need for me to reiterate them because every-
one has articulated them well�  Consequently, I will not go into that side of things�  However, I 
will observe that the level of participation in the labour force drops dramatically at 65 years of 
age and that State spending on pensions will rise from 7% to more than 11% of GDP by 2060�  
While I appreciate that Members will not be around to see this happen, it is incumbent on them 
to govern and ensure the seeds are sown today that can be reaped in the years ahead�  They 
must ensure there is enough in the pot to go around to ensure the children of today will not face 
poverty in their golden years�

One must not lose sight of the fact, however, that all workers in Ireland today and probably 
for a number of years to come are under financial pressure and strain.  People are cutting out 
things they feel they can do without simply to meet their everyday financial commitments.  I 
refer to items such as medical insurance, family holidays or even Sky packages�  My fear is that 
most such persons will perceive a private pension to be an unnecessary priority, being some-



15 May 2013�

265

thing from which they would benefit in 30 or 40 years time because they simply do not have the 
money�  I refer, in particular, to low and middle-income earners�  One cannot underestimate the 
impact of the economic downturn and the effect it has had on people’s lives�  While planning for 
the future is commendable, people will not perceive it to be a priority�  I welcome the Minister’s 
statement that she does not envisage the introduction of automatic enrolment until the economy 
recovers, which is good news�

The report also states charges for private pensions and small schemes, in particular, are 
extremely expensive�  It notes their unevenness and the need to address this issue�  A further 
finding is that older people in Ireland are better off socio-economically than in other countries.  
I commend the Minister because her retention of the core social welfare rates for the present 
has kept it like this.  While one must acknowledge the household benefit package for the elderly 
has been cut somewhat, at least the core social welfare payments have been kept intact, I hope 
permanently but at least for now�

As for the main recommendations, the report indicates that the two best options for the State 
pension in the future are a means-tested basic pension and a universal basic pension�  I have 
problems with both options and will outline the reasons�  On the means-tested payments, work-
ers who have worked all their lives in this country, who have saved a little to put something 
aside for a rainy day and who have contributed tax, PRSI, the universal social charge and health 
levies to mention but a few items would be penalised in their old age by a means-tested payment 
because their savings will come against them as capital, which would be grossly unfair�  As 
for the other proposal for a basic scheme for the entire population, I also have a problem with 
this�  In theory, a person could start work at 16 years of age and work until he or she was 26�  
Thereafter, having satisfied the 520 pay contributions, such a person literally could be in receipt 
of social welfare payments for the next 40 years without having contributed much�  However, 
a person who had worked 50 years of his or her life, contributed to the economy and the State 
in a huge way, would only receive the same pension�  There is something wrong in that regard 
and it would not be right�  

As I note my time is up, I ask the Acting Chairman for one minute in which to conclude�

15/05/2013W00400Acting Chairman (Senator Paul Bradford): Half a minute�

15/05/2013W00500Senator  Marie Moloney: Self-employed persons cannot even access credited contribu-
tions�  I believe the Minister will address this issue because she has stated they will be in receipt 
of a reduced pension on foot of this fact�  I must skip much of what I intended to say because, as 
Senator Jillian van Turnhout noted, this is only a five minute contribution.  We need a longer de-
bate on this issue�  I have much to say but the Acting Chairman is looking down at me smiling�

15/05/2013X00200Acting Chairman (Senator Paul Bradford): I look forward to the Senator’s next episode 
on some other day�

15/05/2013X00300Senator  Marie Moloney: I ask the Minister to return to the House as quickly as possible�  
Let us have a long debate on this issue�  I hope she will be able to put time aside in her diary to 
discuss the subject in the House�  We really need to debate it in full�

15/05/2013X00400Senator  Sean D. Barrett: I welcome the Minister�  I was delighted that Senator van Turn-
hout quoted Mr� Frank Field, who has really interesting thoughts on the whole area of social ex-
penditure�  He is a most valuable member of parliament on the neighbouring island�  I thank the 
Minister for bringing the OECD report to us�  This is a problem we have been neglecting�  The 



Seanad Éireann

266

late Minister, Mr. Séamus Brennan tried on several occasions to start a pensions debate but he 
did not succeed�  As other Senators have said, the fund former Minister, Mr� Charlie McCreevy 
set up has been substantially raided�  There is hardly anything in it at this stage because of the 
performance of our banks and other institutions�

We must consider seriously raising the retirement age�  The Minister saw the report last 
week on what is happening to young people�  Approximately 10% of them are secure employ-
ment while the other 90% are dependent�  The latter do not contribute until their mid-20s or 
even later given the high incidence of unemployment among young people�  Entering the labour 
force at 28 or 30 and leaving it at 65 to live on the pension until 85 is just not fundable by any 
standard�  We should actually grasp the nettle and raise the retirement age, even by more than 
the OECD recommends�  In the OECD report, it is stated that we should examine mechanisms 
by which people can combine half a wage and half a pension when they reach retirement age�

We need to regulate the pension funds�  There are so many trustees of pension funds who, 
until recently, were giving out added years like snuff at a wake�  The schemes are broke�  Gover-
nor Honohan is taking on board how we treat people who trade when insolvent�  Many private-
sector defined-benefit schemes actually went bankrupt while the trustees were adding years.  
Perhaps we should consider much stricter control over those�

I agree with what Senator Mooney said on charges�  This is mentioned by the OECD�  The 
case for a compulsory deduction for a pension is well made�  It implies a lower cost�  We all 
tend to put off thinking about it�  It is a matter of setting a contribution aside, starting small, as 
the Senator said, such that the money will be available when needed�

There is a recommendation on the household benefits package in respect of the travel and 
the energy�  It concerns the transfer into cash�  That sounds well to economists but I can imagine 
the resistance one would encounter among people who like those perks�  It is a suggestion that 
the OECD has made.  We appear to have a larger provision of those benefits.

One might ask about all the PRSI that was paid and the universal social charge�  Can one get 
for pensions an earmarked part of that money?  People could legitimately say they have been 
paying to the State for years and question whether there should be a top-up payment to get a 
pension�  I acknowledge there will be transition arrangements�  On our being allowed to exam-
ine social fund expenditure, some will wonder whether we give too much in child benefit at the 
top end.  The Minister shares the concern that too many disability and invalidity benefits were 
counter-productive, such that the social fund might have been more productively spent fund-
ing people’s pensions�  During the boom period, many children were brought up in households 
where nobody was working and who were instead registered as having a disability or invalidity�

The analysis of what social welfare is for and what it can be used for - a cause dear to the 
Minister’s heart - is important�  We must encourage people to save in addition to receiving the 
State pension�  One regrets that so many chose to save by buying bank shares�  Pensioners were 
destroyed by that system�

Like other Senators, I welcome, as always, the Minister to the House�  There is much to 
discuss and I wish her well.  I hope we do not put pensions on the long finger again and that we 
engage with the Minister in this discussion�

15/05/2013X00500Acting Chairman (Senator Paul Bradford): The final speaker will be Senator Harte, who 
is to be preceded by Senator Brennan�



15 May 2013�

267

15/05/2013X00600Senator  Terry Brennan: Word has come down to me that I may be the most appropriate 
person in the House to talk about pensions�  I was born in the early 1950s and married in the 
early 1970s�  The Minister may do the calculations in this regard�  When I was married, women 
gave up work to look after the house�   We had three children, one after another, and my wife 
ceased to work�  As far as I am concerned, nobody works harder than the housewife in any 
house�  Many retire from work to rear their families and many return to work in later years when 
their children have grown up�  Some never return to work, not even on a part-time basis�

The Minister mentioned mandatory pension contributions in her speech�  I had to pay them, 
at a rate of 7% of my salary, when employed by a semi-State organisation�  Over the years, 
having had two or three children in university at the same time, I would have felt well off if I 
had the 7% I was paying mandatorily towards my pension�  It was a major struggle but we got 
through it�  Colleagues of mine were in the same position�  Mandatory contributions will be 
difficult.

My father died when he was 92 and started work at the age of 14�  He was paying a small 
amount of tax on his pension at 92, as was his father before him�  The Minister may not agree 
with my belief that a man or woman who works continuously for 50 years, from the age of 18 
or perhaps 23 or 24 if educated, pays a significant amount of tax to the benefit of the economy 
and merits his or her entitlements�  When I think of the abuse of the social welfare system and 
the difficulty people encounter in trying to obtain entitlements after 50 years, I realise people 
are entitled to what they deserve at that stage�

15/05/2013X00700Acting Chairman (Senator Paul Bradford): I made a slight error in my time allocation�  
We have just enough time for a contribution from Senator Harte, who might share an extended 
period of five minutes with Senator Reilly.

15/05/2013X00800Senator  Martin Conway: I have just spoken to the Minister�  We may be able to facilitate 
an extra five minutes to facilitate Senator Reilly.

15/05/2013X00900Senator  Marie Moloney: I second that�

15/05/2013X01000Senator  Paschal Mooney: We did not commence this debate until almost 3�10 p�m�  One 
hour has been set aside�  The tradition is that if there is an hour, we speak for that hour�

15/05/2013Y00200Deputy  Joan Burton: I have a commitment at 4 p�m� with a deputation�  I am happy to stay 
for the extra five minutes, but I was here at the time the debate was due to start.

15/05/2013Y00400Senator  Martin Conway: I propose an amendment to the Order of Business: “That we 
extend the time allocated for this debate by five minutes.”

15/05/2013Y00500Acting Chairman  (Senator  Paul Bradford): Is that agreed?  Agreed.  The final ten min-
utes speaking time will be for Senator Harte, Senator Reilly and the Minister�  I thank Members 
for their co-operation�

15/05/2013Y00800Senator  Jimmy Harte: I welcome the Minister�  The pension problem is one of the biggest 
issues facing this country�  I recall as a young man looking at the pension model when I started 
in the insurance business�  It showed that when one started earlier one was on a bicycle on a 
slope, but the longer one waited, the steeper the climb on the slope became�  Nobody realises 
how difficult it will be for this country to sustain the pensions of a population that is getting 
older and living longer�
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The first pensions regime was set up by Otto von Bismarck in the late 19th century to stop 
German labourers going to America to earn money�  At that stage, however, average life ex-
pectancy was 50 to 55 years�  It was probably envisaged that people would not have to get a 
pension�  Things have moved on a great deal since then�  There is also the issue of public ser-
vice pensions and private pensions�  They are very different�  People who were contributing to 
a private pension in the last few years have seen their funds slashed enormously�  In addition, 
many people in business cannot afford to set aside the €1,000 to €1,500 per month that they 
were putting into their pension previously and have stopped contributing�  Their fund could be 
growing or dropping by now.  It is a time bomb waiting to go off, even if it is a cliché to say that.

This country is in a slightly better position than other countries�  We have a younger popula-
tion which might be able to sustain the pensions for some time, but in European countries, par-
ticularly in Germany, the population will become more weighted towards the older age groups 
and the younger age groups might not be able to sustain their pensions�  We must protect the 
pensions of people with private pension funds�  In a court case last year the banks tried to grab 
the pension fund of an individual because they were in massive debt�  Happily, the court ruled 
against that�  The banks would love to be able to call on people’s pension funds so I am glad the 
decision went that way�  However, there is always the fear that they could try again and succeed�  
The protection of the pension fund is critical for people in business and for people who wish to 
invest in a pension�

I do not believe we have really grasped the enormity of the problem there will be 25 or 30 
years hence in terms who will fund the public pensions�  As has been said, there are people 
who, for their own reasons, have not worked and they will get the same pension as people who 
have contributed throughout their working lives�  It is only fair that the latter group be given 
preferential treatment, even if it was a small lump sum when they retire, as one gets with a pri-
vate pension or public service pension�  The ordinary old age pension for many people is just a 
continuation of their earnings or, perhaps, a reduction�  Perhaps some type of incentive should 
be given for people in that position�

The other issue is that the pensions industry is keen that some of the pension fund could 
be released before pension age, depending on whether it is a company pension or a private 
pension�  At present, if one has a private pension and one reaches the age of 65 years, one can 
withdraw a quarter of the pension fund as a tax free lump sum�  We should consider some type 
of mechanism whereby five years before retirement age a part of the lump sum could be drawn 
down�  Many people could clear their mortgages�  It has been shown that many people in the 
40 to 65 year age bracket are suffering more than we thought with mortgages that should never 
have been allowed to extend beyond the 65th birthday�  There are people who could use some 
of their lump sum towards ending their mortgages a few years earlier than retirement age�  I do 
not believe they would spend it on a yacht or holidays around the world�  It could be designed 
so that it could only be released for the purpose of clearing a stressed mortgage�  It would help 
the people concerned and give them an incentive to save in the meantime because there are 
generous tax allowances for pension contributions�

15/05/2013Y00900Senator  Kathryn Reilly: I welcome the Minister and I thank the Chair and other Senators 
for facilitating my contribution to the debate�

I welcome the Minister’s initiative in commissioning the OECD report on our pensions sys-
tem�  When the report was released it received very little attention even though the issue it deals 
with is of huge importance not just for the Government but for society in general�  Pensions 
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policy not only affects people in receipt of pensions but every person�  It has a huge bearing 
on our economy�  This report is a valuable contribution to the ongoing debate about pension 
reform�  One in ten pensioners live at risk of poverty and if the State pension was removed, 
88% of pensioners would be living in poverty�  Only half of the current workforce is covered 
by private and occupational pensions, and many of these schemes, particularly defined benefit 
schemes, are in deficit.  Some of them are close to collapse.

The pensions protection system is almost non-existent, as we saw with the Waterford Crystal 
case�  While there is no simple solution to the collapse of a pension fund, the decision that was 
made to resist confronting the obligations of the Government under EU law was disappointing�  
The regulation of the private pension industry is also a major problem�  Not only are the charges 
opaque, as has been mentioned, but they are often very expensive�  The high risk business of 
investing in private pension funds is in need of urgent regulation�  Currently, much of the policy 
surrounding pensions is based on tax breaks to incentivise people to invest in private schemes, 
yet the 2009 ESRI report on pension tax reliefs shows that this is highly questionable�  A total of 
80% of the pension tax relief goes to the top 20% of earners, and everybody suggests that these 
savings would happen anyway�

The question is what we should do�  Obviously, radical pension reform is required but that 
will not happen overnight or with the wave of a magic wand�  It requires a great deal of calm, 
considered discussion and debate�  We should explore ideas such as increasing the State pen-
sion to 40% of average industrial earnings and universalising it to ensure that no pensioner 
lives in poverty�  We need a mandatory public pension system for all workers not in private 
schemes to ensure that people have a real chance to provide the additional savings required to 
give them some measure of comfort in their later years�  We must also examine the pension tax 
relief system�  There must be tighter regulation of private pension funds to limit the levels of 
risk involved�

I have two questions for the Minister�  When will the structural options of the OECD be 
costed and when will that analysis be carried out?  What timeframe does the Minister have in 
mind before she brings a response to the Government?

15/05/2013Y01000Minister for Social Protection  (Deputy  Joan Burton): I thank the Senators for their 
thoughtful and incisive contributions�  I wish to stress that the OECD report is quite positive 
about Ireland, in the sense that we have quite a good and strong universal retirement pension 
system through the State�  One of the features of it is that if somebody has made contributions, 
they qualify�  However, as Senator Moloney said, very often people have a short contribution 
history�  Many of them would be self-employed people coming into the system to pay contribu-
tions relatively late in their working lives, and the Social Insurance Fund shows that it is such 
people who get the highest contribution from the State pension�  The non-contributory, means-
tested State pension was brought up to the same level as the contributory pension during the 
boom�

Many of the reforms which are under way at present were agreed by the troika in November 
2010�

4 o’clock

We are, for example, raising the age of pension eligibility over a period of time in accor-
dance with that agreement.  This partly reflects demographics, as well as the financial and eco-
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nomic situation in which the country finds itself.

  In regard to the various options available, the OECD has indicated in its report that its first 
preference is a mandatory scheme because it would be simpler and cheaper to operate, with its 
second preference being automatic enrolment, whereby people would be automatically enrolled 
but could opt out�  My view is that the latter option which has worked very well in New Zea-
land might be more appropriate in our case�  As it was adopted in the United Kingdom in recent 
times, we do not yet have outcomes from that jurisdiction in terms of take-up�  The experience 
in other countries is that there tends to be a very high opt-in level under such schemes�

  One of the difficulties is that we have critical groups of people, particularly women and 
middle-income and low-paid workers, who can find, at the end of their working life, that their 
pension entitlement is seriously inadequate�  Unless they are contributing to their pension fund 
over their entire working life, the chances are that their expectations of what they can look for-
ward to in retirement will not be met�  This is especially the case for women who often move 
in and out of paid employment at different times to accommodate child-rearing duties�  In that 
sense, the State pension, through the PRSI and means-tested system, provides a minimum level 
of income in retirement�  That income will probably feel adequate to people who were previ-
ously on a low income or in receipt of social welfare benefit.  In fact, the State pension will 
provide for an increase in income for persons who are entirely dependent on social welfare prior 
to reaching retirement age�  For middle-income earners, however, it might come as a shock to 
have to survive on a pension of €12,000, or up to €14,000 if one includes the benefits package, 
in contrast to those who are looking at a pension in retirement of €25,000 or so�

  Several Senators referred to the cost of tax reliefs and urged that they be geared more to 
people on middle and low incomes.  Our position in this regard is reflected in the inclusion in 
the programme for Government of the undertaking to confine the subsidisation of pensions 
through tax reliefs to workers whose total fund will yield a pension of no more than €60,000 per 
annum in retirement�  That is a very handsome pension for most�  Moreover, Members should 
note that the first efforts to impose restrictions on the pension pots of very wealthy individuals 
and a cap on the total permissible fund were initiated as recently as 2005�  I was party to that 
debate, having conducted a great deal of research�  It subsequently emerged that certain people 
had pension pots of €20 million to €30 million, which meant there was a very large allocation 
in tax relief in their direction�  The programme for Government and the associated commitment 
given by the Minister for Finance reflect our determination to address that issue.

  A number of Senators referred to public versus private sector pensions�  It is important 
to bear in mind that public sector workers are subject to a levy contribution of 7% in respect 
of their pensions�  Senator Sean D� Barrett referred to the USC�  When the ESRI produced the 
original paper on that levy, it was described as a universal social “contribution”�  In the heat 
of the economic crisis, however, it morphed out of the arms of the Department of Finance as 
a universal social “charge”�  As we look towards automatic enrolment or a mandatory system 
in the future, as the economy recovers, there will be scope to earmark some of the levy for the 
purposes of a defined pension provision in subsequent years.  In this regard, we should be mind-
ful of what happened to the National Pensions Reserve Fund, as referred to by Senator Paschal 
Mooney.  The purpose of the fund which had built up to a very significant level before the eco-
nomic crisis was to provide for public service and social welfare pensions from 2025 onwards�  
Whatever system we develop, whether it be automatic enrolment or a mandatory system, we 
must be able to provide future contributors with reassurance to a very high level that it will be 
in their name and that the Department of Finance will not dip into it at some future time, as 
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happened with the reserve fund�

15/05/2013Z00200Senator  Paschal Mooney: That is a very difficult commitment to fulfil in an economic 
downturn�

15/05/2013Z00300Deputy  Joan Burton: Yes, but we must anticipate it as part of the architecture of the 
scheme�  The former Minister, Mr� Charlie McCreevy, allocated part of the then economic 
surplus to annual transfers to the National Pensions Reserve Fund, which is one way of ap-
proaching the matter.  However, if people contribute individually, they must have confidence 
that their contribution is being invested very long term in the economy - the National Treasury 
Management Agency has been doing some work in this regard - with a modest but safe rate of 
return�  That is what we should be working towards�

15/05/2013Z00400Acting Chairman (Senator Paul Bradford): I thank the Minister for her co-operation and 
assistance�

Sitting suspended at 4.05 p.m. and resumed at 4.30 p.m.

Seanad Bill 2013: Order for Second Stage

Bill entitled an Act to reform the system of electing the elected members of Seanad Éireann 
as provided for in Article 18�10 of the Constitution by extending the right to vote to all persons 
entitled to vote in elections for Dáil Éireann and to certain other persons resident in the State 
and to persons resident in Northern Ireland who qualify for Irish citizenship and to Irish citizens 
resident abroad who hold Irish passports; to provide for gender equality in the election of the 
elected members of Seanad Éireann; to make provision for the exercise by Seanad Éireann of 
powers relating to scrutiny of EU legislative proposals and for the holding of enquiries and the 
receipt of citizens petitions, and for the repeal of certain Acts relating to Seanad Éireann; and 
to provide for related matters�

15/05/2013AA00300Senator  Katherine Zappone: I move: “That Second Stage be taken today�”

Question put and agreed to�

Seanad Bill 2013: Second Stage

15/05/2013AA00700Senator  Katherine Zappone: I move: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time�”

Ceapann an Seanadóir Quinn agus mé féin gur lá tábhachtach é seo i stair na hÉireann 
agus an Bille um an Seanad 2013 á thabhairt isteach againn.  Táimid ag druidim go tapaidh ar 
chomóradh 100 bliain na n-eachtraí a bhunaigh ár Stát.  Is é seo an bealach is fearr inar féidir 
linn ómós a thabhairt dóibh siúd a d’oibrigh ar son na saoirse - chun an daonlathas a chothú 
seachas é a chúngú.  Mar sin, ag teacht leis an stair agus ag breathnú ar an mBunreacht mar 
cháipéis bheo, táimid ag moladh sa reachtaíocht seo Seanad Éireann a athnuachan agus a chlao-
chlú.  With the introduction of the Seanad Bill 2013, Senator Quinn and I see this to be an im-
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portant day in Irish history�  As we fast approach the many centenary anniversaries associated 
with the foundation of this State, the best way we can pay tribute to those who sacrificed so 
much for our freedom is to open up our democracy, rather than to close it�  In line with history 
and in viewing the Constitution as a living document, we are proposing in this Bill to renew and 
transform Seanad Éireann�

The Seanad is an integral arm of the governance of this country as laid down in our Con-
stitution�  Bunreacht na hÉireann has served the Irish people well�  The abolition of the Seanad 
will disturb the essential democratic system of checks and balances on which our Constitution 
is founded and which, so far, has resolutely stood the test of time and change�  Everybody 
should be clear that getting rid of the Seanad will remove a number of significant safeguards.  
This could have a negative impact on the Presidency, the independence of the Judiciary, the 
sovereignty of our Constitution in the context of EU law and the right of the people to be con-
sulted on major decisions by means of a referendum or a general election�  It is sensible that 
the Seanad provides some checks and balances on the power of a Dáil majority.  In particular, a 
second chamber is a critical safeguard against rushed legislation�  It is vital that Seanad Éireann 
should continue to play a valuable democratic and constitutional role as a revising chamber�  
The Seanad, with its inbuilt constitutional safeguards for the citizens and the State and its vital 
checks and balances, should not be abolished�  It should be transformed to meet the needs of a 
modern Ireland and a working democracy�

This legislation is not about retaining the existing Seanad - it is about a reformed Seanad, a 
Seanad nua, a Seanad an phobail�  The effectiveness of the Seanad has diminished because it is 
under-representative of the people and thereby does not serve the best interests of the people�  It 
does not serve the interests of the majority or the minorities�  The old Seanad is part of a system 
that did not stand in the way of an economic crisis that took away our sovereignty, our confi-
dence and the jobs and prosperity of countless thousands�  We need to recover and strengthen 
the Seanad’s function as a check and balance to the Dáil and the work of the Executive.  This 
is not the time to cut the number of outside voices and expert views, to reduce the amount of 
scrutiny on the laws that affects the lives of our people or to give the Civil Service an even freer 
hand to rule without query�  That is what Seanad abolition would mean�  Instead, we need a 
transformed Seanad�

This Bill is born out of the “Open it, Don ‘t Close it” consultation document that was pub-
lished in September 2012�  This document was the product of extensive consultation on the 
future of the Seanad.  The reform process in this Bill is significantly advanced by means of 
simple legislation to alter radically the way the Seanad is elected and who is elected, the powers 
it holds and the way it does its business�  I believe this will have the immense and positive effect 
of enhancing Irish democratic politics by further empowering citizens.  It will ensure politics 
is not a closed shop�  It will give a voice to ordinary people at the highest levels of policy and 
legislation implementation�  This Bill breaks new ground�  It sets out key principles that would 
underpin a new Seanad�  We are proposing a House where all of us get a vote, not just an elite; 
a House made up of half women and half men; a House where people in the North and those 
forced into emigration have a say; a House where new voices and new expertise can construc-
tively and positively hold the policies and ideas of the Cabinet, the Dáil, the parties and the 
regulators to greater account; and a House where EU and domestic legislation gets the scrutiny 
it deserves�  All of this can be done right now through legislation without need for a referendum�  
Why should we delay?

In a departure from the current elitist approach, our Bill enunciates the principle that every 
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person shall have a vote in a Seanad election�  Our Bill broadens the pool of graduates who 
may vote in the university constituency in a fair and equal manner�  By opening up the right to 
vote, we will necessarily democratise Seanad Éireann�  The Irish Women’s Franchise League 
was founded by Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington and Margaret Cousins in 1908, some 105 years ago.  
These two remarkable women deserve an honoured place in our history�  One of the biggest 
gaps in Irish political life today is the under-representation of women in the Oireachtas�  It is up 
to our generation to finally set this right.  It has taken over a century.  The measures in section 
7 of this Bill, which would provide for a chamber of our national Parliament made up of half 
women and half men, is long overdue and heralds a new era of progressive politics�

Fifty years ago this summer, President John F� Kennedy addressed a special joint sitting 
of Dáil and Seanad Éireann.  On that historic occasion, he spoke about the vast scale of Irish 
emigration to the United States�  He quoted James Joyce who, for this reason, described the 
Atlantic Ocean as a “bitter bowl of tears”�  In every generation, emigration has left a scar on our 
national life�  We are seeing its worst effects again today, as families are sundered by the forced 
emigration caused by our economic difficulties.  My family background is rooted in emigra-
tion from these shores�  I was born in Washington State to a mother whose people came from 
Virginia, County Cavan and Oldcastle, County Meath�  It is for this reason, among others, that 
I am especially proud of the measures in section 31 of this Bill which will give Irish emigrants 
a vote for the first time in our national Parliament.  In recent years, much has been made of the 
need to harness the talents and expertise of the Irish diaspora around the world�  We can begin 
by giving the Irish abroad a vote in at least one major election�

I would like to speak about the proposal to extend voting rights to people in Northern Ire-
land who are entitled to Irish citizenship.  Many people in Northern Ireland have a strong affin-
ity with the Republic of Ireland�  It is incumbent upon us to facilitate people in Northern Ireland 
who wish to avail of the opportunity to participate in Seanad elections and feel they have some 
voice and some level of representation in the democratic structures of the Republic�  Wisely, 
this Bill does not specify that people in Northern Ireland who qualify for Irish citizenship have 
to take out such citizenship to vote in a Seanad election.  The Bill recognises a fundamental 
core principle of the Good Friday Agreement whereby it is the birth right of every individual in 
Northern Ireland to identify themselves and be accepted as Irish or British, or both, as they may 
so choose.  In a post-conflict Ireland, we need to open up a new space to deepen co-operation, 
respect and understanding on this island�

This Bill seeks to confer for the first time a clear and defined role on the Seanad as envis-
aged by the Constitution.  Seanad Éireann was never intended to be a mirror image of the Dáil.  
We do not need two Houses trying to fulfil the same role.  We have included in this Bill a set of 
new powers for the Seanad across a range of areas�  My colleague, Senator Quinn, will outline 
them is fuller detail�  We believe these new powers will supplement and revitalise the place and 
the role of the Seanad in the history of this State�  At the last election, the Irish people made 
clear their desire for political reform which would ensure our democratic structures are more 
representative, transparent, accountable and effective�  We believe the reform of the Seanad to 
be a central part of achieving that goal�  Indeed, we believe our model of reform provides the 
Irish people for the first time in our history with a Seanad an phobail.

15/05/2013AA00800Senator  Feargal Quinn: I welcome the Minister to the House�  I really appreciate him 
coming here�  This is a very important Bill for this House and for the people of Ireland�  Last 
Sunday was the 97th anniversary of the execution of James Connolly and Seán Mac Diarmada.  
They were the last of the leaders to be executed.  They were identified because they had signed 
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the Proclamation, from which I would like to quote�  The Proclamation “guarantees religious 
and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens” and envisages a system 
of government “representative of the whole people of Ireland and elected by the suffrages of all 
her men and women”�  It is something we have all aspired to over the years�  We have looked 
back on those wonderful words�  We have had a Government here since 1922�  We have been 
successful in making our way�  I have 16 grandchildren and I would like to think that, in the 
years to come, they will be living in an Ireland built on similar foundations�  I would worry if I 
thought that, in the years ahead, they will be in an Ireland where part of the foundations we have 
built for them, that have been there since 1937, have been damaged in some form or other�  We 
should tamper with the existing three Houses - the Presidency, the Dáil and the Seanad - with 
great care�

We should be very careful�  The abolition of the Seanad would remove one of the pillars of 
our system of government�  I believe this Seanad Bill will enshrine in our democracy a guaran-
tee for the future of this nation�  This is not a time for political posturing�  It is a time for all of 
us who care deeply about Irish democracy to seriously reflect on what the closure of the Seanad 
would actually mean in our public life�  If this shocking eventuality comes to pass, it is highly 
unlikely that the people will ever again be given the opportunity to reverse that decision�  Some 
people beyond this Chamber might well ask, “Why should we care?”, but the lesson of the crisis 
in our public finances is that ill-considered measures and bad political choices can impinge on 
our national finances, affecting the prosperity and security of every family in our country, as 
we have seen�

Nobody is disputing the fact that our political system needs reform, but it has to be the 
right reform�  The Seanad is not perfect and I believe it needs to change, but it is not a credible 
argument to suggest that meaningful political reform amounts to consigning the Seanad to the 
dustbin of history while leaving all power in the hands of an unreformed Dáil.  I mean this very 
seriously and I am worried about the loss of democracy we would have�  What is needed is real 
change in the way both Houses of the Oireachtas do their business, not the rash closure of either 
democratic forum�  This generation needs to be careful that we are not hoodwinked into getting 
rid of vital constitutional safeguards for which future generations may yet have a real demo-
cratic need�  I strongly believe that the universal demand for political reform in Ireland can be 
best delivered as part of a series of measures that include a comprehensively reformed Seanad�  
This work could commence almost immediately by passing this Bill�

The Bill is about giving all Irish people a stake in the Seanad’s future�  Its provisions arise 
from a long and detailed consultation process as well as the “Open Seanad Éireann, Don’t 
Close it” consultation paper that was published six months ago�  The Bill is informed by that 
process and the input and submissions of many people�  It recognises that a reformed Seanad 
can enhance our democracy and make a real contribution to the challenges facing our country�  
Among the core democratic values which make up this Bill, and which will be reflected in the 
new Seanad, is that of “one citizen, one vote”, not “two votes”, as some have at the moment 
- some could even have more than two votes - as well as greater gender balance, a voice for 
Northern Ireland the diaspora, a space for new voices and a democratic safeguard protecting 
our EU interests�

This country needs enhanced democracy, not less democracy, and the recent economic col-
lapse underlines this�  The abolition of the Seanad is not the solution�  This Bill fundamentally 
opens up our national Parliament and will make it more efficient, accountable, and, I believe, 
much more constructive�  This is a new foundation for the better type of politics that is now 
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required, more than ever, to get our security back�

I would have liked to make many other points�  As Senator Zappone said, I was to give some 
description of the detail of the Bill but I am afraid I have wasted my time not giving the details�  
However, the details of what we can do are in the Bill�  It is not just a question of voting but of 
giving the vote to others who do not have votes at present�  My parents came from Northern 
Ireland�  On the basis of our Bill, people in Northern Ireland will get a vote, no matter what their 
political allegiance is�  Those who left Ireland recently because of emigration and who have an 
Irish passport, anywhere around the world, will have a vote in the new Seanad�  I believe it will 
be much more effective and democratic�  It will be a Seanad we will be proud to look back on in 
later years�  In the Bill, we have also shown the extra work we can do in this House�  This House 
is capable of doing a huge amount more, whether it is to do with Europe, inquiries or otherwise�  
I believe this Bill is worthy of support�

15/05/2013BB00200Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government  (Deputy  Phil Ho-
gan): I am pleased to have the opportunity to address the Seanad on the Seanad Bill 2013�  I 
recognise and acknowledge the work that has gone into the preparation and development of 
the Bill�  It is a comprehensive Bill and many of its proposals are innovative and deserving of 
detailed consideration in their own right�  I note that the Bill was preceded in September 2012 
by the consultation paper, “Radical Seanad Reform Through Legislative Change”, and that the 
Bill reflects proposals in that paper and submissions received during the subsequent consulta-
tion phase, as Senator Quinn said�

It has to be acknowledged also that the Government has set out its own stall on the Seanad 
in the programme for Government�  We promised in the programme for Government that the 
question of abolition of the Seanad would be put to the people by referendum and it is our in-
tention to do so in the autumn of this year.  The Taoiseach confirmed this again in the Dail only 
days ago, when he indicated that the constitutional amendment Bill to decide the future of the 
Seanad would be brought forward in the current Dáil session.  I can confirm that the Bill will be 
discussed by Government next Tuesday�

All sectors of Irish society will be heading into a period of more intense debate over the 
coming months on the future of the Seanad�  I am sure we can all agree that the debate should 
be well informed and respectful of all points of view�  Without prejudice to the outcome of the 
referendum, this Bill is to be welcomed as making an important contribution to the debate�  I 
would like to take the opportunity today to draw attention to some of the features of the Bill that 
have caught my eye and to make some initial comments on them�

Part 2 of the Bill sets out measures designed to achieve greater gender equality in any newly 
constituted Seanad�  It is fair to say that there is a growing consensus in recent years that strong 
measures need to be taken to encourage the greater participation of women in politics at all 
levels�  As the House will know, the Electoral (Amendment) (Political Funding) Act 2012 set 
down ambitious targets in this respect�  At the next general election, political parties will have 
to select at least 30% women and 30% men candidates or face losing half their State funding�  
Seven years from the general election where this provision first applies, this will rise to 40%.  
Therefore, I welcome the objective in the Seanad Bill 2013 to promote gender equality�

However, I would have some concerns about the approach proposed�  The way I understand 
that it would operate will mean that some candidates who have a higher number of votes than 
others may find themselves not elected because of the need to meet the male-female quorum 
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within a particular constituency�  I believe the decision should be left to the voter�

Part 3 of the Bill sets out in very clear terms the role envisaged for any future Seanad�  This 
role embraces existing functions and some new ones�  The need to repeat in primary legislation 
the roles that are already assigned to the Seanad in the Constitution seems to me to be unnec-
essary and would need to be considered further�  The additional functions proposed are wide-
reaching and varied�  They include a role in the scrutiny of draft legislation from the institutions 
of the European Union and the scrutiny of statutory instruments�  A role is also envisaged in the 
area of public interest inquiries and the holding of debates on issues of national importance on 
foot of petitions signed by 1,000 people.  These are all significant proposals that will generate 
interest and debate�

That said, I feel that some aspects may need to be teased out further�  For example, I would 
have some concerns about the proposed role in regard to the scrutiny of statutory instruments�  
Generally, most statutory instruments take immediate effect, subject to being rejected later by 
the Houses of the Oireachtas, so there is already a role for both Houses�  This facilitates meeting 
deadlines, often in regard to EU requirements�  I would be concerned, therefore, about putting 
in place procedures, however well intended, that might lead to delays or an excessive workload 
on the Seanad in meeting those deadlines�  In section 25 of the Bill, a role is proposed for the 
Seanad to inquire into the necessity for legislation, although I would have thought they already 
had this power�  In section 26, the Seanad will be enabled to react to a petition of 1,000 signa-
tures, but who will be eligible to sign a petition and how will those signatures be verified?

On electoral reform measures, which make up Parts 4 to 8 of the Bill, there are also a num-
ber of interesting proposals, including the widening of the nomination process�  A scheme of 
popular nomination, in which the verified support of 500 persons will secure a nomination for a 
specified constituency, is proposed.  There is also the proposal to widen the electorate to include 
not alone all local government electors living in Ireland, but also people resident in Northern 
Ireland who qualify for Irish citizenship and Irish passport holders living abroad.  Of course, 
these proposals reflect the wider debate of extending the franchise to Irish people living abroad 
for the whole range of elections and referendums�  As the House knows, this has been the sub-
ject of much consideration and deliberation over the years, here in the Seanad, in the Dáil and 
in other fora�

As politicians, we have a natural affinity for considering these issues and, for some, perhaps 
change has not come about quickly enough�  We all know people whose family members have 
moved abroad and would like to maintain real contact with events in Ireland by having a say 
in elections�  This, however, has to be balanced against the need to ensure that any decisions 
for change are fully teased out�  In general, the extension of voting rights would require careful 
consideration of a range of complex matters�  There are issues of principle such as the extent of 
influence that voters who are not resident in Ireland should be allowed to exert.  Not everyone 
shares an opinion on this and possibilities would need to be explored in detail�  There would 
also be practical issues such as ensuring the integrity and security of the ballot and the cost of 
implementing any new arrangements for widening the electorate�

In my contribution in the Seanad last March on the Seanad Electoral Bill, proposed by Sena-
tor Crown, I outlined some of the general reforms that this Government has already introduced�  
I will not go over these in detail again today but simply point to the ongoing work of the mem-
bers of the Convention on the Constitution which in the coming months will consider the Dáil 
electoral system and giving citizens resident outside the State the right to vote in presidential 
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elections at Irish embassies or otherwise�  It would be appropriate that their views too be taken 
into consideration as part of the debate on the issue of extending the right to vote to a wider 
population�

While the detail of the Bill is for another day, several aspects struck me that may need fur-
ther clarification and consideration.  Section 31 of the Bill provides that all persons living in 
Northern Ireland who qualify for Irish citizenship may be part of the Seanad electorate, yet sec-
tion 35(d) seems to add a further requirement that such a voter would also need to be registered 
to vote in Northern Irish elections before he or she could vote in the Seanad election�  Section 31 
also provides that all persons holding a valid and current Irish passport and who reside outside 
the State may be part of the electorate�  Is it intended that these voters surrender their passport, 
as implied in section 36(c) of the Bill, in order to be included in the proposed register of elec-
tors?  Section 52 deals with Seanad election expenses but does not seem to address the expenses 
of those standing in the university constituencies�  Section 63 deals with casual vacancies but 
does not seem to address the situation where the person who would fill the vacancy is no longer 
available for whatever reason�

More generally, I would question the practicality of the provisions for the postal ballot�  
Measures are proposed which are largely based on the existing model but if the electorate is 
widened would that model continue to work?  Section 50 provides for the issue of ballot papers 
on a particular day or on different days but the electorate involved will have increased enor-
mously�  Some 156,000 people are registered to vote in Seanad elections�  The proposals in the 
Bill would see this initially increasing to over 3 million.  I say these things not to find fault with 
the Bill but to underline the fact that proposals, wherever they come from and whatever one’s 
point of view, need to be fully teased out before making their way on to the Statute Book from 
the legal point of view and that of practical implementation and operability�

I take this opportunity to note the proposals on Seanad reform from Senators Zappone and 
Quinn�  I agree with what Senator Quinn said in his contribution regarding the need for political 
reform and in particular Dáil reform, which will happen.  I hope that the Bill and the ideas in it 
continue to play a role in stimulating people to consider and debate the issues over the coming 
months�  Senator Crown’s contribution with his recent legislation will play an equal role in gen-
erating debate.  This is an important opportunity for the Irish people to reflect on these matters 
in advance of deciding the future of this House in a referendum that will be held later this year�  
The people ultimately will decide�  That is the spirit of tolerance behind the Government’s deci-
sion to approve Second Stage of this Bill today�

15/05/2013CC00200Senator  Paschal Mooney: I welcome the Minister to the House and I compliment our 
colleagues, Senators Quinn and Zappone, on bringing forward this Bill�  I am somewhat taken 
aback at the benign attitude of the Minister which I presume reflects the Government’s think-
ing�  It seems that on the one hand it welcomes all sorts of debate but on the other it will get rid 
of us if it can�  It was rather interesting that in his opening remarks the Minister referred to the 
fact that this Bill would help to stimulate debate�  He talks about a period of intense debate over 
the coming months�  It would have been more helpful if the Government had decided to have 
something other than a straight “Yes” or “No”�  It wants either to abolish the Seanad or keep 
it�  That does not give people much room for intense debate whereas if the wording was more 
flexible and open it might.  The Government is giving people a very stark choice and that is one 
of the flaws in this proposal.

Already the storm clouds are gathering around the Taoiseach’s proposals�  I mention the 
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Taoiseach because he initiated this process�  Everything that has followed is of little relevance 
because he is driving it�  If a straw poll was taken of the Ministers in both parties the result 
would be rather interesting�  The result of a straw poll of the Government supporters in the 
House would be even more interesting�  That is the reality it faces�  I am glad that the media is 
not being codded by this somewhat clumsy attempt to suggest that there is real reform behind 
this initiative on the basis that getting rid of the Seanad will make for a more accountable de-
mocracy�  It is also throwing in the canard that this will save money�  It is time that claim was 
nailed�  I hope that those contributing to this debate who support retention and reform of the 
Seanad will continue to hammer home their views so that the general public will know that the 
Seanad costs approximately €7 million out of a total Government budget of some €56 billion�  
Is the Government trying to suggest to the people that this will help heal the country’s economic 
malaise or that it will put more food on their tables?  That €7 million will not be saved because 
it has already been made clear that if the voters want to abolish the Seanad the money would be 
redistributed�  There would be no reduction in staff or services�

Now the little carrot of Dáil reform is dangled before us.  This has crept into the debate only 
in the past few days.  There will never be Dáil reform as long as there is centralised government 
with an Executive that uses the Dáil as a rubber stamp.  With a majority of over 50 in the other 
House this Government can put through, and is putting through whatever it likes, whenever it 
likes, at whatever pace it likes.  Throwing the carrot of reform of the Dáil to the people to per-
suade them to vote for the abolition of this House is an insult to the intelligence of the electorate�

I want to touch on a couple of aspects of this Bill�  I do not agree with the idea of expand-
ing the nomination process�  For local authorities and 500 people to be part of the nomination 
process is unwieldy�  The existing nomination process is a good one particularly as it retains 
the professional bodies.  I am grateful to the Seanad office for confirming that there are 106 
registered bodies on the electoral register all of whom have very substantial membership lists�  
I cannot work out what the figures will be but I am sure somebody will.  Those bodies represent 
Irish society as a whole.  That is what the Seanad is supposed to be and has been, flawed as its 
election process may be�  When executing its business it has stuck rigidly to the original concept 
which was to represent vocational interests and Irish society�  It also stays true to its original 
concept of operating as a check and balance to what happens in the other House�  This is a more 
reflective and less adversarial House.  It gives more time to debate and legislation, all of which 
is reflected in the sentiments behind if not in the detail of this Bill.

I agree in principle with extending the franchise overseas and to Northern Ireland but I agree 
with the Minister that the proposals in the Bill are somewhat unwieldy�  I also share his infer-
ence that there are other issues involved in extending the franchise outside Ireland�  There are 
some 70 million people worldwide who claim to be Irish�  I recall Dick Spring saying that he 
would hate to be waiting for the results of the ballot box from Boston to decide the fifth seat in 
Kerry�  That is a real concern particularly as we operate under a PR system but we are capable 
of including the Irish diaspora at some level�  I agree, for example, with the concept of the pass-
port holders having a vote but one could limit it to those who have been out of the country less 
than three years�  I would ensure that if we extend the franchise that one would have voluntarily 
to register one’s interest at the local embassy or office of the chargé d’affaires.  If one wants to 
exercise the franchise in Irish elections one has to be proactive�

I agree with the Minister about the postal ballot�  This would not work in practice�  The elec-
torate is huge.  Why not have the Seanad elections on the same day as the Dáil elections?  That 
would cut the cost considerably and, depending on how the Seanad reform project was outlined, 
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the people of Ireland who have shown themselves to be very mature when voting would be able 
to distinguish between what the two Houses do�

5 o’clock

Overall, I welcome what Senators Zappone and Quinn have done in this regard�  I would 
like to think it is the beginning of that intense debate about which the Minister spoke�  I hope 
the media will espouse this�  I wish well all of those who are on the side of retention and reform 
of this House - reform is the word, not abolition�

15/05/2013DD00200Senator  Maurice Cummins: I welcome the publication of the Seanad Bill 2013 and com-
pliment its proposers, as I complimented Senator Crown on the introduction of his Seanad 
Electoral Reform Bill last March�  I welcome the opportunity to discuss these proposals but, as 
the Minister stated, the Seanad referendum Bill will be before us in a matter of weeks and it will 
be the people who will decide whether this House continues or not�

The vast majority of the content of previous reports on Seanad reform dealt with how the 
Seanad should be elected�  There is no doubt in my mind that the entire electorate should have 
a say in the election of Seanad Éireann�  This Bill has some suggestions on how that can be 
accomplished - Senator Crown’s Bill had different proposals - but should the people decide 
to retain the Seanad, then the people must certainly also have a say in the election of the next 
Seanad�    

In the referendum people will be asked to vote for abolition, or against it�  The Bill before 
us provides a suite of proposals which can be considered by the electorate before they cast 
their vote in a referendum�  It confers a range of additional powers, including the examination 
of public appointments as well as the holding of inquiries�  It suggests that Seanad Éireann 
should have a greater role in the scrutiny of draft legislation emanating from the institutions of 
the European Union�  I would certainly support such a move and the House will be aware that 
I advocated such a role but secretarial resources were denied to us at that time�  I have asked 
a sub-committee of the House to come together to draw up proposals for us to deal with the 
relevant items from the European Parliament’s annual work programme, which can be staffed 
from within our own individual resources�  I certainly fully agree that Seanad Éireann should 
have an enhanced role in considering draft legislation directly from EU institutions�

When speaking of resources, I note this Bill suggests setting up a number of Seanad com-
mittees�  We should be very careful about creating anything that would involve greater cost to 
the taxpayer�  I have my doubts too about the process of registering to vote at Seanad elections, 
opting for panels etc�  I believe this will involve greater costs also�  It seems a little cumbersome 
but the principle of the public electing the majority of Senators is one that I fully support�

I view this Bill and Senator Crown’s Bill as discussion documents that will engage and 
inform the public, and show them that proposals are in place that can be tweaked, deleted or 
otherwise, but at the end of the day the Seanad will be reformed, especially in the manner it is 
elected and nature of the business with which we deal�

Checks and balances and the opportunity to have a second opinion have always been valued 
by the Irish electorate�   I believe that Seanad Éireann, when scrutinising legislation, provides 
exactly what people are looking for in the careful and considered way we deal with legisla-
tion�  Many Ministers, current and past, are on record stating that they believe that legislation is 
greatly improved following the Seanad Stages and that is due to the quality of debate that takes 
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place in this House�

15/05/2013DD00300Senator  Paschal Mooney: Hear, hear�

15/05/2013DD00400Senator  Maurice Cummins: Often, because of the less confrontational and more delibera-
tive nature of debate here, Ministers are prepared to accept amendments on the floor of the Se-
anad or agree to table Government amendments reflecting Opposition concerns at a later stage 
in the legislative process�  This is where the true value of the Seanad lies and I am very proud to 
be a part of a process that plays such a critical role in the proper governance of the State�

The Seanad has always been a champion of the lesser heard voice�  The protection of de-
mocracy, democratic institutions and the promotion of the well-being of citizens both here 
and abroad is a concern raised almost daily�  We are also fortunate that in our discussions with 
Ministers, there is great latitude to focus attention on matters that would otherwise not get a 
hearing�  Personally, I believe in the promotion and the protection of the institutions of the State 
which were under threat from subversives and withstood many challenges over the years�  Our 
Constitution belongs to the people�  The institutions of the State, including Seanad Éireann, are 
part and parcel of that Constitution�  

It is for the people of Ireland, in the first instance, to decide whether Seanad Éireann contin-
ues or not�  Should the people reject abolition, it would be unwise of any Government to pro-
ceed with another Seanad election without reforming how this House is elected and the nature 
of the business with which we deal�  This Bill and Senator Crown’s Bill have provided a basis 
for reform and I have no doubt that the proposals contained in both can be used as the basis for 
that reform should it be needed�

15/05/2013DD00500Senator  Mary Ann O’Brien: I welcome the Minister to the House�  All political power 
will be concentrated in the hands of the Government, which Senator Quinn has told us will be 
the one and only party in the Oireachtas, and in a non-reformed Dáil that will be a gloomy pros-
pect for the future of our country.  As we heard other Senators discuss, if the Dáil is reformed, 
it will be at the beck and call of the Government of the day, if it is the only House that sits in 
the Oireachtas�

It gave me great pleasure to sign the Bill before the House this evening last week as I feel it 
goes a long way to addressing many of the problems we have with the current Seanad�  First, I 
would like to acknowledge the work of Senators Zappone and Quinn and their colleagues from 
outside the Oireachtas in the preparation of this extensive Bill�  As I said in this Chamber a few 
months ago when discussing another Seanad reform Bill brought forward by Senator Crown, 
there was much talk and many opinions about the work and future of this Chamber, much of 
which was based on populist soundbites and little factual information�  Regrettably the biggest 
peddler of this false message is the Government symbolised by its firm position of only of-
fering the people an option of abolition or retention and not a third option of reform�  I would 
respectfully say to the Leader that if the people decide to keep the Seanad and then we reform 
it afterwards, it is a little bit unfair to the citizens of the country because reform needs to be on 
the table now for discussion, not just the two options of abolition or retention�

In my opinion the biggest insult of all is the Government’s claim that this is all about politi-
cal reform.  I suspect that if a first year political science student offered up the Government’s 
rationale for the abolition of the Seanad in an essay, he or she would fail the exercise and per-
haps the tutor’s comments would include a note to the effect of “must try harder”�
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This Bill along with Senator Crown’s Bill show what is possible with a little effort and 
imagination�  I do not think there is one Senator in this Chamber who feels that this House 
works well and is reflective of Irish society in its composition, electoral system and how its 
business is currently structured�  Nor do I believe that the majority of the Government Senators 
agree with the idea of abolishing the Seanad, something to which I hope they remain true in 
the coming months�  When preparing for this debate over the weekend I thought that what we 
might see is people voting against what they believe in because the powers that be told them 
to�  Thankfully, the Government’s decision not to oppose the Bill means that will not happen 
on this occasion but it has occurred on endless other issues in this House in recent times�  This 
demonstrates clearly to me one of the biggest problems we face in this Chamber, namely the 
rigid Whip system which does not allow for independent thought�

While the Bill before us would not solve that problem entirely it would lessen the power and 
control of the political parties which currently exist in the Seanad�  This control can be traced 
back to the electoral system which sees the majority of Senators being elected by an electorate 
of approximately 2,000 county councillors who happen to be members of political parties and 
tend to vote in accordance with party headquarters’ instructions�  This results in it being virtual-
ly impossible for an Independent to be elected on to one of the vocational panels�   No disrespect 
to any of my wonderful colleagues but this narrow and restrictive system does not always allow 
for the election of the best candidates�  Under the Bill before the House, the electoral process 
would be taken out of the hands of the political parties and placed firmly in the hands of our 
citizens and the public, where it should be, through a vote for each citizen.  The fact that people 
could be nominated to contest the Seanad election in three ways also serves to open the House 
to the people and this must be welcomed�  For too long, words such as elitist and so on have 
been directed towards this House and, in my opinion, rightly so�  The Bill is designed to work 
within the confines of the Constitution and as a result the Taoiseach of the day will continue 
to have the right to appoint 11 Senators�  This is questionable if we truly want to have a strong 
independent Upper House but I can appreciate the reason for this remaining to be the case in 
this reform Bill�  I welcome the envisaged extension of the franchise to all third level gradu-
ates, something which is long overdue�  Another plus of this Bill is the proposed pay structure 
and pension entitlements of Senators as it is more suitable for the work being undertaken and, 
perhaps, more importantly it is more reflective of the world outside these four walls.  I am sure 
this is a gesture which the public will appreciate because, for too long, the political class has 
not shown serious leadership�  We have not been examples to the public and the pain they feel�  

I have some reservations around the proposed half and half gender balance in the Bill�  I am 
not in favour of a fixed 30-30 breakdown of males and females as proposed.  I can appreciate 
the logic and intention behind this provision but it goes too far and it is almost as if we are trying 
to artificially engineer democracy.  To my knowledge I am not aware of any parliament in the 
world where such a system operates�   I just want to put on the record my concerns around this 
provision which I feel needs more scrutiny on Committee Stage�

Where the Bill really excites me are the proposed changes around how we do our work in 
this Chamber�   As someone who comes from a business background, I have lost count of the 
number of times I have been dismayed at the way we do things in here�  There are a few areas 
that have merit, the scrutiny of EU legislation and the examination of public appointments as 
well as the holding of inquiries�  These three powers would greatly enhance the relevance and 
performance of the Seanad�  Finally, I note how this Bill envisages the establishment of a com-
mittee to structure and plan the business of the House chaired by a non-government Senator� 
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In conclusion, I repeat my call on the Government to at least allow the people have a choice 
around a reformed Seanad when it comes to the referendum day later this year�  I hope they will 
act in this manner if they are to be taken seriously around the area of political reform�

15/05/2013EE00200Senator  Ivana Bacik: I welcome the Minister to the House and in the Visitors Gallery 
former Senator Mary Henry�  I am delighted to see her here�  As others have done, I commend 
Senators Katherine Zappone and Senator Feargal Quinn, in particular, and their colleagues on 
the immense amount of work they have put into drafting this detailed Bill on Seanad reform�  I 
welcome the fact that we are debating it this evening�  I am conscious that we have debated re-
cently Senator John Crown’s Bill also on Seanad reform�  The Leader has proposed that debate 
be concluded at the conclusion of this debate.  This is a difficult area in which to draft a Bill to 
achieve meaningful reform and yet stay within the terms of the Constitution�  They have done a 
particularly good job and both have spoken powerfully and eloquently in favour of the Bill�  It 
is no secret that my personal view is that it would be preferable to reform the Seanad rather than 
abolish it�  I have spoken on the issue many times in the House and in other fora�

The Bill is being introduced, as the Leader has said, at a time when the Government is com-
mitted to putting the continued existence of the Seanad to the people in a referendum to be held 
later in the year�  The Minister has informed the House that the legislation will come before 
the Government next week�  That commitment is contained in the programme for Government�  
Those of us on the Government side knew that when we signed up to that programme and are 
committed to supporting the referendum Bill and allowing this question to go to the people�

15/05/2013EE00300Senator  Sean D. Barrett: Shame�

15/05/2013EE00400Senator  Ivana Bacik: The projected debate with the projected date of the referendum has 
focused minds on Seanad reform and has cultivated a more meaningful debate than at any time 
in the recent history of the Seanad�  In the general election of 2011, almost all the political par-
ties identified abolition of the Seanad as part of their political reform agendas.  The Sinn Féin 
manifesto proposed abolition of the Seanad�

15/05/2013EE00500Senator  David Cullinane: That is not true�  The Senator needs to go back and read the 
manifesto�

15/05/2013EE00600Senator  Ivana Bacik: The Fianna Fáil manifesto said that if proposals for reform of the 
electoral system and of Government were enacted, it would support the abolition of the Seanad�  
It was a somewhat contingent proposal�

15/05/2013EE00700Senator  Mark Daly: There is no reform�

15/05/2013EE00800Senator  Ivana Bacik: Certainly it has concentrated the minds, although this is not a new 
development�  I have spoken previously on the history of the Seanad and the fact that through-
out its 90 plus years there have been endless calls for abolition and debates on retention and 
abolition�  In the 1930s there was extensive debate on the merits of bicameral as opposed to 
unicameral systems and yet the Seanad has survived all of those debates and has a strong his-
tory in a number of respects and particularly in terms of Committee Stage debates on legisla-
tion�  We have had strong and thoughtful debates on legislation�  A Bill which springs to mind is 
one the Minister introduced in this House, the Electoral (Amendment) (Political Funding) Bill 
where we had a strong debate and Senators on both sides can contribute without the need to be 
spokespersons on the entirety of the Bill as in the Dáil committee system.
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The Seanad has also a strong history of introducing Private Members’ Bills�  I mentioned 
that the former Senator Mary Henry is in the Visitors Gallery�  She introduced important Private 
Members’ legislation on assisted human reproduction and Senator Feargal Quinn introduced the 
Construction Contracts Bill�  We in the Labour Party group have introduced Private Members’ 
Bills which have been supported�  Some Bills that I introduced as an Independent were subse-
quently supported by different governments and have become law�  Therefore, the Seanad has 
a strong history in that regard which is only now being mirrored in some of the Dáil processes.

If the referendum is defeated in the autumn, the call for reform will become unarguable�  
That is why it is important to have this Bill and Senator John Crown’s Bill on the Order Paper 
of the Seanad so that people will see in the debate on the referendum that there is a third alter-
native whereby if the referendum is defeated there are workable proposals for reform present�  

I turn to the Bill and some of the specific points therein.  I am glad the Minister has wel-
comed it and that the Government is not opposing it�  Some important principles are incorpo-
rated in it�  Those on gender balance are commendable and I strongly support them�  The prin-
ciple of opening up the Seanad to a wider electorate to enable every citizen to vote would be a 
major improvement�  As Senator Cummins has said, I wonder about the method that has been 
used in the Bill�  There are somewhat cumbersome divisions of the register�   Former Senator 
Mary O’Rourke’s paper on Seanad reform, which had unanimous cross-party support prior to 
the 2007 general election, proposed a simpler structure whereby there were two registers, one 
for the university seats and one for the non-university seats�  It appears to me that is a simpler 
model to use and can be done without amending the Constitution�  It is welcome that all the 
university seats would be opened up to all the third level institutions�  That is permissible within 
the terms of the Constitution in accordance with the 1979 amendment�  A number of other posi-
tive changes are proposed in the Bill�  For example, some of the functions of a reformed Seanad 
would be to scrutinise EU legislation, scrutinise ministerial appointments to public bodies and 
to conduct public interest inquiries�  I strongly support the idea of votes for immigrants who 
vote currently for the university seats�  All of us six university Senators are elected, at least par-
tially, by the votes of emigrants of Irish citizens living abroad.  The practical difficulties others 
have identified can easily be overcome.  In the Constitutional Convention in October we will 
look specifically at extending voting rights to emigrants in the presidential election where the 
difficulty Dick Spring would not arise.  

I welcome the opportunity to have this debate and commend the Independent Senators for 
putting the Bill to the House�  It should inform an important part of the debate leading up to the 
referendum in the autumn�

15/05/2013EE00900Acting Chairman  (Senator  Jillian van Turnhout): I too wish to welcome former Senator 
Mary Henry to the House�

15/05/2013EE01000Senator  David Norris: I admire the Minister because I admire affrontery�  I have never 
seen anything quite as dazzling as the Minister’s affrontery here tonight.  In fact, it calls to 
mind the popular association between political neck and the undercarriage of a jockey as he ap-
proaches Becher’s Brook�  I prove this from what the Minister said�  He said with regard to the 
Seanad and this Bill that any decision for change should be fully teased out�  What a pity that the 
Minister and the Taoiseach did not tease out the consequences and their own squalid motivation 
in attempting to sacrifice the Seanad in exchange for the complete bags everyone in the other 
House made of the economy in defiance of the voices, including my own, raised in this House 
to warn them against what they were doing�  I am glad that I voted against the bank guarantee 
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and that, despite interference from the Chair, I mentioned the squalid names of those to whom 
we were paying the money - the bondholders�

The Minister dares to invoke the convention�  I ask him to reconsider�  He has suggested we 
be allowed to consider including voters from abroad but not, of course, reform of the Seanad or 
its abolition�  That makes a farce of the convention which we are treating with contempt�  That is 
why the Minister has a gall to come here and refer to it�  I will be there on Saturday and certainly 
hope his call which I will present to the convention for it to be considered will be taken up by it�  
He then referred to the 156,000 people currently registered to vote whom he seems to promote 
in some way�  I remind him that they vote for the university Senators who were the original 
target of all parties in this House because we had spoken out�  Thank God, independence has 
been declared�  This is a very important moment for Seanad Éireann�

The Minister’s final point was unscripted.  He said he welcomed this opportunity, that he 
was very conciliatory and all the rest of it�  He also said he was accommodating because he 
liked debate - like hell he does�  The reason he is here is he is facing a rebellion on the Govern-
ment benches�  As this Bill would have gone through anyway, he was faced with realpolitik�  
That is the only reason he is here; there is no other�  Thank God, Seanad Éireann has at last 
found its teeth�  I wish it had done so on the business of the budget and the issues of carers, but, 
thank God, it has happened now, which is about bloody time�

I will be taking over as spokesman - not quite leader - of this group and some initiatives are 
in train�  We have 30 Bills on the Order Paper which are being stymied by the Government�  The 
Dáil can look forward to a few messages from this House.  This is a very significant moment 
for Seanad Éireann because of what is happening this evening and we must carry all Members 
with us without division�  We must ensure we present a united front to those who seek to divide 
and diminish us�  I will be supporting the Bill if it is ever put to a vote�  

I refer to the aspect of significance that has not been referred to as yet.  Despite the machi-
nations of the Government and its attempts to cheat the people of a decent choice, from tonight 
the people will know - I hope it will go out as the message from this debate - that it is no longer 
a question of abolition or retention.  It is now vitally and significantly a question of reform or 
abolish�  We have the capacity to reform and will reform�  I do not entirely agree with some 
aspects of the Bill and look forward to having the opportunity on Committee Stage to indicating 
what they are�  We are presenting the people with an opportunity to make a real choice, not a 
choice between desecrating the Constitution and creating a very serious problem�  The Govern-
ment has everything�  It won the Presidency and the general election�  It controls the Seanad, 
the Dáil, councils, the Army, the Naval Service, the Air Corps, the police and the banks that it 
bought with our money�

15/05/2013FF00200Acting Chairman (Senator Jillian van Turnhout): The Senator has one minute left�

15/05/2013FF00300Senator  David Norris: It will scarcely be enough to recite the crimes of this lot�  We are 
being handed out as a sacrifice, as a little lump of meat in order that the ravening voters can 
savage what is handed out as a deceit by the Government for its own crimes, for what it did�  I 
remind the Minister that we are precluded from tinkering with the economy, but, of course, the 
people have an appetite to kick politicians, thanks very largely to the other House�

15/05/2013FF00400Senator  Sean D. Barrett: That is what they want�

15/05/2013FF00500Senator  David Norris: It is very important that we save the Seanad because we are a 
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check, although an imperfect one�  I have campaigned for the past 30 years for reform of the 
Seanad and every time we have returned I have tabled the decisions of all-party committees for 
debate and every time Governments of different complexion have voted against them�  It was 
my proud privilege, as father of this House, to give the opening address and I spoke from the 
heart about preserving the Seanad�  I was proud to second Senator John Crown’s Bill�  We will 
be depriving the people of a necessary check on hasty, unwise legislation, introduced by a Gov-
ernment that otherwise would be unchallenged�  There are many other constitutional aspects�  
For example, I wonder if the people realise that if they manage to abolish the Seanad, the Lower 
House on its own will be able to dismiss judges�

I will conclude by making two quick points�  We must stay united, as we have an opportu-
nity of winning, but the playing field must be level and fair.  As an academic, I cannot resist 
making the point that if President Kennedy did, in fact, make that reference to the Atlantic 
Ocean as the bowl of bitter waters, as they say in America, he was misspeaking�  When Stephen 
Dedalus in Ulysses  makes this reference, he is talking about the Irish Sea and the reference is 
actually to the tragic fate of his unfortunate mother�  The reference to political life is more likely 
to be made when Stephen Dedalus describes Ireland as the old sow that eats her own farrow�  
We have a sow attempting to devour us to the disadvantage of the people�

15/05/2013FF00600Acting Chairman (Senator Jillian van Turnhout): Follow that, Senator Noone�

15/05/2013FF00700Senator  Catherine Noone: I welcome the Bill and commend Senators Katherine Zappone 
and Feargal Quinn and their colleagues for their great work in producing a very credible Bill 
which should surely stand up to scrutiny.  It provides that every Irish citizen at home and abroad 
will have a stake in our democracy by having a vote in Seanad elections�  It will establish gen-
der equality in representation, maintain the integrity of the vocational system, reduce costs by 
paying Senators a reduced salary, give the Seanad additional powers of scrutiny of ministerial 
appointments and EU legislation�  It represents an attempt at real political reform which will 
provide a real alternative for the people�  

I ask the Minister why it is not possible to hold a preferendum, so to speak, although it may 
involve a constitutional issue.  I would like to hear a definitive answer to this question.  Today 
marks the beginning of the end of the Seanad as constituted�

The Seanad has had a fascinating history�  It has played host to many remarkable parliamen-
tarians during the years, not least, Dr. Garret FitzGerald, Mrs. Mary Robinson, Mr. Douglas 
Hyde, Mr� William Butler Yeats, Mr� Seamus Mallon, Dr� Noel Browne and Dr� James Ryan�

15/05/2013FF00800Minister of State at the Department of Finance (Deputy Brian Hayes): And Deputy Phil 
Hogan�

15/05/2013FF00900Senator  Catherine Noone: In my two years here the Seanad has provided for a host of 
interesting initiatives and amendments and I am confident that this Bill will give it the opportu-
nity to do more, including engaging in real scrutiny and oversight of EU legislation, for which 
Members on all sides have called�  The Bill also confers a range of additional powers on the 
Seanad in the scrutiny of legislation and the examination of public appointments, as well as in 
the holding of inquiries, and this House is more than capable of meeting such responsibilities�

I refer to the proposed composition contained in Part 2 of the Bill�  Section 6 sets out clearly 
that the cultural and educational constituency would have eight Members, the agricultural con-
stituency, nine Members, the labour constituency, ten Members, the industrial and commercial 
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constituency, in which I ran, eight Members and the administrative constituency, eight Mem-
bers�  I have some minor reservations with these details and have concerns about how they were 
reached�  It would seem the industrial and commercial constituency should now have more 
Members and that the five vocational panels should have equality here, although I admit this is 
a minor detail and one which could be raised on Committee Stage�

The Bill also includes a six-seat constituency for the universities and other institutions of 
higher education in the State and includes the Taoiseach’s right to nominate 11 Members, which 
is provided for in the Constitution in any case�  I am happy to see both of these provisions as 
I believe the current crop of Taoiseach’s nominees has shown that nominees can contribute 
greatly to this Chamber and do not necessarily have to be party political appointments�  The 
Taoiseach does not get enough credit for his appointments in this regard�  The fact that one of 
the co-authors of the Bill is a Taoiseach’s nominee is testament to this�  It is vitally important 
for the future of the Seanad that the franchise for voting for third level candidates is extended 
to all institutions and it is shameful this was not done in 1979�  

All political parties have played their part in reducing the effectiveness of the Seanad and it 
being treated as some place where one waits to go to the Dáil or where one hangs out after one 
has been in the Dáil.  All parties and the body politic general is responsible for that.

The key part in section 21 seeks to confer on the Seanad a new role in the scrutiny of draft 
legislation which emanates from the institutions of the European Union�  Our Chief Whip in 
the Dáil, Deputy Kehoe, is on record as conceding that the scrutiny of EU legislation is not 
adequate�  Only one committee is charged with examining what is a large volume of proposals 
and that, in itself, is a failing�  It is clear this is an area that can be improved on�  As a solicitor 
and somebody with a great interest in European affairs, I believe this would be a great improve-
ment in a reformed Seanad�  

This Bill is a very clear and precise piece of work and it goes a long way to rectify the in-
adequacies and it will legislate for a more impactful and more relevant Seanad.  I will finish 
with a quote from a former leader of Fine Gael, James Dillon, who said, let both Houses realise 
that both are necessary for the liberties of the country and let us join together to improve the ef-
ficiency of both Houses rather than joining in a trial of strength between the two Houses aimed 
at the destruction of one�

15/05/2013GG00200Senator  Labhrás Ó Murchú: Tá áthas orm go bhfuil an díospóireacht seo ag tarlú.  Is trua 
nach raibh sí ann sula raibh an fógra i rith an olltoghcháin.  Ar shlí, tá seans againn fós aithe-
antas a thabhairt do thábhacht Sheanad Éireann agus tá súil agam go gcabhróidh an Bille os ár 
gcomhair díospóireacht cheart a thosnú i measc an phobail.

It was a sad commentary on us as democrats that Seanad Éireann was dropped into the 
middle of a general election as a sacrificial offering but it is becoming quite clear that people 
are stopping to think about precisely what happened and the intention behind it�  The mere fact 
this Bill is getting a Second Reading is an indication of a reality which is setting in.  The diffi-
culty will be getting the message to the public because until now, the debate has had a very low 
profile and that was deliberate.  

There are times when I think the Seanad is being wound down in a particular way, which 
is not very nice, and in some way to strengthen the argument against having the Seanad�  The 
importance of the Bill is the debate around it as we will not have the opportunity this evening to 
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tease its detail in any great detail�  However, what is important about the Bill is that if the Gov-
ernment intends to go ahead with a referendum in October, it will provide a counter debate and 
a counter measure, but there is a difficulty here for the Government.  If it goes for the abolition 
of the Seanad and not for reform and assuming the referendum does not succeed, carrying out 
certain reform in the future will require another referendum but it will have lost the opportunity 
to do that here�  

They say a week is a long time in politicals but the period of time between now and October 
is long�  We are also entering into the summer of discontent and that is a time when we can suc-
ceed in engaging with the public�  I hope the media enters into partnership with us in this debate, 
not for the good of Senators and Seanad Éireann but for the good of democracy�  After all, the 
media enjoy a particular role in that regard�  

I compliment those who brought forward the Bill�  I have no doubt it will not go the whole 
hog but it will be out there as a counter measure and for that reason, we are doing a good day’s 
work this evening�

15/05/2013GG00300Senator  Mark Daly: As spokesperson for the Irish overseas and the diaspora, I am de-
lighted to see section 31 of the Bill which would extend the right to vote to Irish citizens in 
the North and those living overseas�  Ireland is a peculiar country when one considers that 184 
years ago, Daniel O’Connell struggled to get votes for Catholics, 95 years ago, women were 
given the vote for the first time and 45 years ago, people in Derry marched for the right to vote.  
However, we deny 2.6 million people, who are entitled to be citizens of Ireland, the right to vote 
- 1�8 million in the North and 800,000 Irish passport holders living overseas�  By virtue of our 
Constitution, we count them as citizens but the most fundamental right of any citizen is the right 
to vote�  Some 800,000 passport holders living overseas, which is the population of Dublin city, 
Cork, Waterford, Galway and Limerick combined, are denied the right to vote in a Republic�

Four countries in the Council of Europe deny their citizens overseas the right to vote, and 
Ireland is one of them.  Some 115 countries give the franchise to citizens living overseas.  Of 
196 countries, Ireland is in a club which includes North Korea and dictatorships�  When one 
thinks of our long struggle for the right to vote, the fact we are here-----

15/05/2013GG00400Senator  Marie-Louise O’Donnell: We do not live in a dictatorship�

15/05/2013GG00500Senator  Mark Daly: North Korea is a dictatorship�  That was my analogy�

15/05/2013GG00600Senator  Marie-Louise O’Donnell: There was an inferred comparison�

15/05/2013GG00700Senator  Mark Daly: We are in bad company�

15/05/2013GG00800Senator  Marie-Louise O’Donnell: The comparison was inferred�

15/05/2013GG00900Senator  Mark Daly: We are talking about the opportunity to give our citizens overseas 
the right to vote.  The Dáil will never give 800,000 passport holders living outside the State or 
citizens in the North the right to vote in a general election.  We have an opportunity to reform 
this House�  Senator Quinn pointed out that the Proclamation talks about giving equal rights 
and equal opportunities to all our citizens and this is the place to do so.  I congratulate Senator 
Zappone, Senator Quinn, Mr� Joe O’Toole, Mr� Michael McDowell and Mr� Noel Whelan on 
bringing forward this Bill and Senator Crown on his Bill and all those who have worked on 
them.  This is a real opportunity to extend the franchise to our citizens living overseas and if the 
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House is not reformed, that opportunity will be missed�

15/05/2013HH00100Senator  Jimmy Harte: The Bill is emotive for Senators on all sides of the House�  Mem-
bers of the public hold differing views, depending on which day of the week one speaks to 
them�  People keep changing their minds�  The Bill will, therefore, be discussed for a long time�

On my first day in the House I quoted Cicero and recommended a book by Robert Harris 
entitled Lustrum in which he referred to Cicero introducing a Bill in Rome to keep Senators and 
politicians happy�  The Bill recommended that Senators curb their expenses while travelling 
around the Roman Empire�  Politics has not evolved much when it comes to the issue of Seanad 
reform�  The book was based on events purported to have taken place in 63 BC�

On allowing people who live outside the country to vote, I would be concerned about the 
potential consequences�  Many millions of Irish passport holders move from America to Asia, 
South Africa and Europe�  If we were to allow every holder of an Irish passport to vote, those 
living in the Republic of Ireland would not have a say in anything, as potentially 20 or 30 mil-
lion people could be eligible to vote�  Would the United States be a dedicated constituency?  
Would its residents be able to vote in the constituencies of Donegal, Dublin or whatever else?  
Let us presume there were 5 million voters�  Would they be able to demand equal representation 
and take all of the seats in a constituency?  They might claim that it was unfair that Donegal, 
with an electoral population of only 130,000, had five seats, when with 5 million voters, they 
only had one�  One way to have a Senator to represent the Diaspora would be for the Taoiseach 
to appoint one from either the USA, the United Kingdom or elsewhere in Europe, or simply 
someone from each continent�  Giving votes to every person who holds an Irish passport would 
be a charter for total confusion and would dilute the vote of a person living and paying taxes in 
this country�  The people who choose to stay are the ones faced with the challenges�  I, therefore, 
disagree with giving everyone a vote, just because they wave the Irish flag on St. Patrick’s Day.  
Most have not contributed to the country�  

The Seanad Bill has many flaws, but it also has many good points.  The public is faced with 
a big debate and I hope it will engage in it but not like in the way it did on other issues and in 
other referendums�  It seems to oppose everything introduced by the Government�  I hope we 
can have a proper debate, but sometimes people get carried away�  I understand three referen-
dums may be held on the same day, which would be unhelpful when the issues involved are so 
important� 

The Seanad forms one part of the Oireachtas with the Dáil and the President, yet it is treated 
like it has a smaller role to play, but, under the Constitution, it holds the same status as the 
President and the Dáil.  A debate will give a certain element of the public an opportunity to 
criticise politics and recommend getting rid of the Seanad�  If I were to go on Highland Radio 
in County Donegal tomorrow morning and suggest we get rid of county councils, 80% of its 
listeners would ring in to agree with my suggestion�  When dictators took over, they brought 
down democracy by gradually stripping it away�  Seanad reform is not such an exercise, but we 
must be careful�  A lot of money could be saved by getting rid of county councils, libraries and 
many of the groups throughout the country that do a lot of good work�  I, therefore, urge caution 
when it comes to getting rid of a part of our democracy that has served the country well, despite 
what many people say�

15/05/2013HH00300Senator  John Crown: I lend my support to the Bill and commend Senators Katherine Zap-
pone and Feargal Quinn and their background staff for contributing to the debate�  I also thank 
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Senators for their kind words on the other Bill on the Order Paper�  The legislation advances the 
call for a mature debate on the future of the Seanad before the referendum is held in October�  
At least we will have theoretical constructs on the Order Paper.  As Senator Labhrás Ó Murchú 
said, the Bills are unlikely to get through the entire legislative process�  However, they will 
stimulate the discussion on the real options available to reform the Oireachtas�

Let us be blunt - my primary motive in advancing my Bill - I am sure the same applies 
to my colleagues - is not to save the Seanad for its own sake but to reform the Oireachtas�  I 
joined the House comparatively recently as an outsider�  It appears, with no disrespect to those 
who run the country and work extremely hard at public representation, that the two Chambers 
are dysfunctional and have failed, although they have given us a constitutional democracy in 
the face of threats from various sources over a long period.  On reflection, few countries have 
enjoyed such a continuous period of parliamentary democracy for as long as ours�  The number 
is relatively few and in Europe there have been very few�  In terms of where we are economi-
cally in the national crisis, it is plausible to blame it in part on the political structure in place�  
I have long argued that two forces are represented in the Parliament - parochialism and local-
ism, owing to the way we elect Members to the Dáil, coupled with inexpertise.  There was a 
cadre of professional politicians who did not, in many cases, bring a substantial life skills set to 
the Houses of Parliament�   The original idea was to have a balanced Upper House that would 
introduce a different skills set�  I was going to say it was created by the founding fathers, but 
I think we all know who the founding father was�  Owing to the natural political evolutionary 
process and the way local councils are elected, the Seanad has become a mirror image of the 
other House�  I am respectful, however, of the opinion advanced that the Seanad is a bulwark 
of democracy that needs to be defended�  However, I am hard-pressed to think of a case, in the 
past two years, in which I have seen it act as a bulwark and a defender of democracy�  As I said, 
the main reason to reform the Seanad is not that it is doing something so critically important 
that we need to protect it but that it will show up the other House�  If we were to enact reforms, 
or a synthesised version of them outlined in the two Bills, there would be a Chamber in which 
the majority of the Members would be elected in national constituencies�  That would be hugely 
important and would remove the element of parochialism, although I do not mean to run down 
the importance of local politics�  The primary political motive of the good people in the other 
House and many in this House is to work out how to negotiate a local constituency organisation 
and a local constituency general electorate at the time of the next election�  

I have a few technical difficulties with the Bill being discussed.  In the event that it reaches 
Committee Stage - perhaps that is just fantasy - I shall table a number of amendments�  I am 
most troubled by the nominating process for Seanad Éireann and its nominating bodies�  The 
notion behind them is that they act as a filter between the wishes of the people and the those 
who appear on the ballot paper.  In an absolute democracy, which is what I believe in, that filter 
should end�  There is a contradiction between the Bill and the other Bill we will move at the 
end of the debate�  I have been told that we have received the blessing of the Leader and the 
Government parties to do so, for which I am grateful.  We propose that any citizen should be 
able to run for the Seanad as long as he or she has the signatures of 1,000 of his or her fellow 
citizens on a nominating paper.  I shall not get into comparing and contrasting the two Bills.  
However, I am troubled by the idea of having nominating bodies, including two lots of people 
who sell alcohol, written into the framework for deciding who can be nominated�  Why not let 
the tobacco industry also act as a nominating body?  What about the muddying of the Medellín 
or Cali cartel?  It makes no sense to me whatsoever that we should allow for this�  We also have 
the banking federation�  We have two groups representing advertisers who have done rather 
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well historically from the Oireachtas�  We also have the Road Haulage Association which I am 
sure will have an opinion when we debate legislation to decrease emissions�  

I am unambiguously voting for and supporting the Bill and I am delighted that it will be 
passed�  Let me be slightly light-hearted for one moment�  I noted the mention of North Korea�  
I am delighted that, like North Korea, we, in Seanad Éireann, have a dear Leader�  I am de-
lighted that the good offices of the Government parties have been used to foster democracy by 
allowing these two Bills to get to a nominal next Stage�  That will enable us to create a template 
for a vigorous constitutional debate before the people vote in a referendum in October�  That 
referendum is justified because it is what the Government indicated it would provide for before 
it ran for office.  We need to have that referendum.

15/05/2013JJ00200Senator  Cáit Keane: I welcome the Minister to the House�  I am delighted to speak on the 
topic although not, perhaps, delighted that there is a proposal to abolish the Seanad�  The refer-
endum on the Seanad is coming up and the decision will be left to the voter�  I add the caveat, 
however, that the decision must be left to an informed voter�  I congratulate Senators Zappone, 
Quinn and Crown for bringing forward their legislative proposals which will help to inform the 
voter about the process�  They have suggested one avenue, but what others will be presented 
to inform the voter on what the Seanad does?  When I was elected to the Seanad, the common 
question I was asked was “what do you do in there?”�  Many people did not even have a notion 
that one scrutinises the legislation that is passed by the other House�  An information campaign 
is, therefore, needed�

We have had many reports on Seanad reform from every side of the House�  There have 
been 11 detailed reports, all of which have advocated the reform rather than the abolition of the 
Seanad�  Something is wrong somewhere if all reports recommend reform�  It will be up to the 
people but it must be an educated decision.  The practical framework for significant reform can 
be implemented�  The two Bills Senators have presented provide an open platform for informed 
decision-making on this issue�  The fundamental purpose of the Bill before us is to extend the 
franchise to a wider electorate�  Every Member has advocated that for many years�  I have only 
been a Member for two years, but I have heard that suggested when I was outside the House 
also�  If the electorate were broader, it would be good�  Without going into the detail of the Bill, 
I note the unwieldy administrative difficulties many Members have mentioned.  When Mary 
O’Rourke chaired the last sub-committee on Seanad reform, a great deal of improved informa-
tion was provided to inform how voters should be selected�

Why do we need a bicameral system?  We are not looking to save our jobs in the Seanad�  
It may be that none of us will be re-elected if the Seanad survives�  We are seeking to save the 
system rather than the person�  We need a bicameral parliament as international evidence has 
shown that bicameralism is not on the decline as some like to suggest�  The majority of the 
world’s democratic states have bicameral systems�  Of 178 members of the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union, 78 have a bicameral parliament�  Ireland is one of 13 EU member states with a bicameral 
system.  Of the population of the EU, five-sixths live in countries with bicameral parliaments.  
If it is good for five-sixths of the EU’s population, we should question why we are saying it 
should be otherwise here�  Studies have found that bicameralism has a positive effect on parlia-
mentary democracy�  Many Members have mentioned democracy in terms of the representation 
and voice of the Seanad�  The process of legislative bargaining, the quality and oversight of 
legislation and the oversight of the Executive are improved by bicameralism�  Is the Executive 
always right?  It is not�  The non-advarsarial debates in the Seanad have been commented on 
as has their quality and the time given to scrutiny of legislation�  Many amendments have been 
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tabled in the Seanad to Dáil legislation.  Many Bills have been initiated in the Seanad.

Bicameralism affects policy and law making more significantly where one chamber has 
enough leverage to keep the other from acting unilaterally�  We do not have that power here, but 
the Bill opens the possibility up for discussion�  However, our system provides that the rules of 
one Chamber allow it to decide policy on its own after the other has had its say�  Bicameralism 
has the potential to protect minorities, which is something we must consider, in particular in the 
context of the methodology of election to ensure all voices are heard in the Seanad�  Minorities 
should be included in a reformed Seanad�  If the foundations of democracy continue to be weak, 
whatever we build on them will be weaker still�  That is why we need a stronger, reformed 
Seanad not its abolition�  Abolition will lead to less democracy and accountability�  We must 
restore the democratic value of the Seanad, which is at the heart of Irish society and this debate�  
Someone mentioned extending the voting age, which the Constitutional Convention has agreed 
should be reduced to 16�  Someone also mentioned that the Constitutional Convention should 
examine the decision to abolish the Seanad�  I have heard that such consideration has been ruled 
out, but perhaps the convention has the right to include it on its agenda�  Issues have also been 
raised about EU functioning�

I compliment the Leader, Senator Maurice Cummins�  Since I entered the Seanad, he, more 
than any other Member, has tried to introduce change and to ensure the voice of the citizen is 
included in parliamentary democracy�  The Bill includes provisions in that regard�  It is neces-
sary to extend a voice out there to the ordinary citizen.  Hopefully, the Leader will be successful 
in doing that before we end the session�

15/05/2013JJ00300Senator  David Cullinane: I commend the Independent Senators and the team supporting 
them on bringing forward an excellent Bill.  Within the confines of the Constitution, they have 
come up with extensive provisions which are worthy of support�  My party will fully support 
the Bill�  There are areas in which we would like the Bill to have gone much further, but we 
recognise that an attempt was made to introduce a Bill which would not require constitutional 
change�  While that imposed limits on what could be achieved, I welcome very much the pro-
posals which have been put before the House in the Bill�

We have a very centralised system of governance in Ireland and we are having the wrong 
debate�  The reason we are having the wrong debate is that the Government has offered up the 
Seanad as a sacrificial lamb.  The Executive has far too much power.  The role of a backbench 
Deputy in government or opposition is not robust or what it is in most countries internationally�  
It is a sad reflection on the institutions of democracy we have in the State.  We have very few 
checks and balances�  The Seanad was intended to be a check and a balance, but we must, if we 
are fair, agree that it has not performed that duty very well�  That has not been because those 
who have served here have been incapable of doing the job, it has been because the Seanad was 
not given the powers it needed to be the real check and balance it could and should be�  Checks 
and balances should be the starting point of any discussion on political reform�  If there is to be 
a second Chamber, it must have a clear purpose and cannot be a shadow or carbon copy of the 
other one�  It must offer something different and it must have real powers and functions�  The 
democratic principles of inclusiveness, sovereignty, the all-Ireland approach, the diaspora and 
equality should underpin any discussion about the future of the Seanad�

We must be clear and frank as to why we are in this situation and why the Seanad faces 
abolition�  The Seanad faces abolition because, when he was in opposition, the Taoiseach got a 
rush of blood to the head and decided on the back of an opinion poll to announce his preference 
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for the abolition of the Seanad without consulting his own party.  Amazingly, very few people in 
his party said “stop” or indicated the need to examine properly the consequences of abolishing 
the Seanad�  They did not point out the need to allow for proper debate and scrutiny�  Instead of 
crying “stop”, members of the Taoiseach’s party have supported him ever since�  We have now 
arrived at a point where a Bill and a referendum are imminent�  It is a bad way to do politics and 
to treat one arm of the Oireachtas�

The same Taoiseach and Government established the Constitutional Convention to look at 
important constitutional change�

6 o’clock

The Constitutional Convention was established to examine the issue of constitutional change 
and it is in the process of having a number of important debates�  I have attended all sittings, 
bar one�  In the coming months it will discuss the issue of electoral reform�  It is made up of 
citizens and Members of the Oireachtas who are discussing important constitutional changes, 
the most important of which, the abolition of the Seanad, is not being discussed by it�  This is 
madness�  I, therefore, call on the Government to hold off on holding the referendum�  It should 
allow the convention to scrutinise properly the proposals the Minister has described as con-
structive, as good ideas that offer something to the debate�  If he is really interested in having 
a debate on the Seanad, why not allow the forum established to examine constitutional change 
to have a debate and a discussion on the issue?  The convention could then examine whether 
we need a second Chamber, what it should look like, what powers and functions it should have 
and how people should be elected to it�  I can be prescriptive, as I have my views and my party 
will launch its proposals�  The Independent Senators have launched their proposals through 
this Bill�  Fine Gael and Labour Party Senators opposed to abolition of the Seanad and people 
outside the Houses also have views�  People outside this Chamber have a view on whether a 
second Chamber is needed and the Constitutional Convention is the place in which to discuss 
the matter�  It will be a sad day for democracy if the Government ploughs ahead with the refer-
endum without giving the people a real choice�  We are not giving them a real choice if we say 
it is a question of abolition or retention without bothering to examine the issue of reform�  If 
the option of reform is not put to the people, it will be a sign of failure on the part of the entire 
political establishment which has failed to properly reform the Seanad during the decades�  It 
had the opportunity to do so and all the reports it needed, but it failed to reform it�  Instead, the 
Government will opt for taking the populist route of abolition and sacrificing one of the arms 
of the Oireachtas because it does not want to have a real debate on genuine political reform�  It 
will be a sad day when the political reforms delivered by the Government for the people, after 
the crisis we have come through, are having fewer Deputies and councils, what was done to the 
board of Údarás na Gaeltachta and the abolition of the Seanad.  We will retain the Dáil which 
is clearly not working, functional or fit for purpose, while the Executive will retain its powers 
and have further powers, if the Seanad is abolished�  That would be a shameful legacy for the 
Government to leave to future generations�

15/05/2013KK00400Senator  Susan O’Keeffe: I thank Senators Katherine Zappone, Feargal Quinn, John 
Crown and others who have worked to produce the Bill�  I acknowledge the huge effort made at 
a time when other things are happening�  They have contributed well to the debate on the future 
the Seanad�  Like other Government party Members, I will be voting for the legislation that will 
allow the issue to be put in a referendum to the people who will decide�  It is good that they will 
decide because there is so much confusion about what happens in the Seanad�  Now, the onus 
is on us to ensure the people understand what happens here in order that they can make the best 
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judgment without prejudice�

Why does the Seanad feel like being in Siberia?  Why do journalists report only on its po-
tential demise rather than on the many good and strong debates and spirited arguments made 
on a daily basis since before I joined the Seanad?  Why have so many politicians talked about 
reform but failed to bring it about?  Perhaps it is because we are not capable of having a two 
House system�  Perhaps we can only deal with the comings and goings of Deputies and the 
public prefers the soundbite and shorter version of politics we get in the Dáil because of the 
way it does its business�  Perhaps the public prefers the ping-pong nature of Leaders’ Questions�  
Does it think Senators are not up to the task of representing it?  Perhaps it has forgotten about 
people like Mrs� Mary Robinson, President Michael D� Higgins, Mr� Oliver St� John Gogarty, 
Mr. Henry Guinness, Mr. Douglas Hyde, Mr. Horace Plunkett, Dr. Garret FitzGerald, Mrs. 
Catherine McGuinness, Mr� John Horgan, Dr� Conor Cruise O’Brien and Mr� William Butler 
Yeats�  I also pay respect to former Senator Mary Henry who is with us today�  Have we forgot-
ten the contribution they made or do people believe Senators are different and do not represent 
the public?  Perhaps we like our two-tier system to have a hierarchy, whereby the Upper House 
is, in fact, the Lower House and to be ignored�  The answer is very simple: the people do not 
vote for Senators; they feel they do not have a say in what we do and do not believe we are their 
representatives�  That is how the Seanad came about and we have not properly reformed the 
voting system�  The people feel it has nothing to do with them�  They have switched off, do not 
pay attention and do not understand�  When I have tried to explain the voting system, I cannot 
do it and others share my difficulty.  That tells everyone that we are somehow elitist.  We are 
not, but that is how we look�

Is it a good reason to abolish the Seanad because we have a byzantine voting system in 
which most people do not participate?  I do not believe it is�  It is a reform to take something 
away and it is attractive and easy, but I do not think it is the right thing to do�  The easiest route is 
not always the right route to take�  The very good reason to retain it is contained in the Bill – the 
importance of dealing with European legislation and the need for its scrutiny�  That is the main 
reason the Seanad should be retained and reformed�  It is irresponsible that so much legislation 
comes from the European Union and is not given the scrutiny it deserves, given that we signed 
up to the Lisbon treaty that gave additional responsibility to national parliaments to scrutinise 
legislation�  We have not properly addressed that responsibility and the Seanad offers us a per-
fect opportunity to do so�  It is not optional for me; it is essential�  While the Minister referred 
to the Bill and mentioned the European Union, he did not address the question of whether the 
Seanad could have a role to play in that regard�  He made an observation that dealing with 
statutory instruments might not work, but he did not make an observation about European leg-
islation�  He may share the view that we do not scrutinise legislation, an observation the Chief 
Whip made.  When we talk about engaging citizens on the future of the Seanad, we could en-
gage with them on the idea of it scrutinising European legislation�

We need to reform the voting system for the Seanad�  We are not an elite body, but we look 
like one�  Years ago the Committee on Procedure and Privileges talked about including under-
represented and excluded groups in Irish society�  That should be the case�  Immigrants should 
also be included�  It is important that the Seanad become more representative and the voting 
system should reflect this.  In section 2 of the Bill I applaud the reference to the need for gender 
equality�  The Seanad does well on that front but not well enough�  I agree with Senator John 
Crown that this issue must be part of a vigorous debate in order that the public will know what 
the Seanad does when it comes to vote on the issue�  The people will decide, but, i part, it is up 
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to us to ensure that, if Members forgive the alliteration, we are not Siberia but central to democ-
racy, specifically European democracy.  That is why the Bill will play an important role in the 
debate and, therefore, I support it�

15/05/2013KK00500Senator  Terry Leyden: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan�  As there 
is a changing of the guard, I also welcome the Minister for the Environment, Community and 
Local Government, Deputy Phil Hogan�  

I compliment Senators Katherine Zappone and Feargal Quinn on the Seanad Bill 2013 which 
arises from the consultation paper, Open it, Don’t Close It: Radical Seanad Reform Through 
Legislative Change�  I will not refer much to the Bill because it is, to some extent, academic�  
The Government has decided to have a referendum, which I believe will be on 24 October�  Has 
the Minister set a date yet?

15/05/2013LL00200Senator  Maurice Cummins: No�

15/05/2013LL00300Deputy  Phil Hogan: The Senator does not know everything�

15/05/2013LL00400Senator  Terry Leyden: The Minister does not either, obviously�  If he did, he would not 
have created the debacle over the property tax�  Let us not go down that road�  From what I read 
in the newspaper, I understand the referendum will be in October�

15/05/2013LL00500Deputy  Phil Hogan: One would not want to believe everything one reads in the paper�

15/05/2013LL00600Senator  Terry Leyden: As a former Senator, the Minister is welcome back�

15/05/2013LL00700Deputy  Phil Hogan: I thank the Senator�

15/05/2013LL00800Senator  Terry Leyden: He might have the opportunity again�  In my Father’s house there 
are many rooms, but certainly in this House there will not be one left�

I served in both the Dáil and Seanad and have a different perspective from most people 
present�  I served for a number of years in different Departments and brought legislation to this 
House�  I do not know whether the Minister will agree but it is much easier bringing legislation 
to the Dáil than the Seanad.  At one point, the anteroom was used as the Seanad Chamber while 
the Chamber was being redeveloped owing to structural problems�  At that point, I brought for-
ward legislation to remove the word “illegitimacy” from law�  Ms Mary Robinson was the lead 
Senator at the time and she was very active and effective.  My officials at the time were more 
concerned about the Seanad than anywhere else, and we were gearing up for the Seanad debate�  
That is why I have tremendous respect for this House and why I am in favour of its retention�  
The people have a respect for and love of Bunreacht na hÉireann, the Constitution�  The Min-
ister might as well rip it up�  Approximately 70 sections of this Bill will become redundant if 
the Government gets its way with the people.  Fianna Fáil opposes the abolition of the Seanad 
because the Government has not gone ahead with reforms�  The Government proposed the re-
moval of 20 TDs in its manifesto, yet it did not put this to the people�  It reduced the number by 
eight, which is within the Constitution�  The Government had not the courage of its convictions 
in that regard�  It has courage and conviction in regard to the removal of the Seanad�

It is absolutely clear in the Constitution that “[t]he Oireachtas shall consist of the President 
and two Houses, viz.: a House of Representatives to be called Dáil Éireann and a Senate to be 
called Seanad Éireann”�  If the President is out of the country, the Cathaoirleach, the Ceann 
Comhairle and a Supreme Court judge are responsible for the signature of legislation�  That 
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provision will be gone�  There are numerous sections in the Constitution that embed the Seanad 
in our system�  It would be more honest to opt for full redesign of the Constitution rather than 
the section in question�

The Leader has endeavoured to bring in the role of the Seanad under the Lisbon Treaty 
and the European Union Bill 2009�  I hope we will succeed in that regard�  The Leader has 
established a small committee to examine this matter�  It is important that legislation not being 
considered at present be considered�  There were many proposals for the reform of this House 
over the years�  It is unfortunate that the nettle was not grasped in that regard�  Former Sena-
tor Mary O’Rourke formed a committee that was very effective and which made proposals but 
governmental circumstances developed that did not allow for further progress in that regard�  
The matter is quite academic at present�

The Bill before us is sound and has much merit�  Senator Crown has advocated other pro-
posals�  If the people decide in October 2013, or in 2014, not to abolish the Seanad, this Bill, 
Senator Crown’s Bill and other proposals will be considered by the Government�  I appeal to 
the Minister to put to the people three options, namely, one on abolition, one on retention and 
one on reform�  The people should be given a choice�  There is nothing in the Constitution that 
would prevent the asking of multiple questions�  That is a matter for the Minister�

There will be a concerted campaign against the Government on this matter�  It should bear 
in mind that it may lose�  It may be the beginning of the end for the Government�  I hope to 
God it loses and that every Fianna Fáil supporter will vote against the abolition of the Seanad 
because it serves the people�  It serves democracy and prevents a dictatorial Government, with 
a majority never seen in the Houses before-----

15/05/2013LL00900Senator  John Gilroy: The Fianna Fáil manifesto stated otherwise.

15/05/2013LL01000Senator  Terry Leyden: The manifesto did not say the opposite�  We wanted reform�

The gloves will be off�  The Minister has no idea of the strength of the opposition to his 
proposal�  I hope that he, as a former Senator, will go from door to door�  He was damned glad 
to have a seat in the Seanad when he was a Member�  I tried to become a Member on three oc-
casions and got in on the third occasion�  I won in six general elections, and was elected on the 
first occasion on my first attempt.

15/05/2013LL01100Senator  Maurice Cummins: Fair play to the Senator�

15/05/2013LL01200Senator  Terry Leyden: Fair play to Senator Cummins also�  He was glad to come in here�  
He played a role in the last election-----

15/05/2013LL01300Acting Chairman (Senator Jillian van Turnhout): There are three more speakers who 
wish to contribute�

15/05/2013LL01400Senator  Terry Leyden: Will the Taoiseach appoint someone to replace former Senator 
McAleese in the House?

15/05/2013LL01500Senator  Sean D. Barrett: I welcome the Minister�  I thank Senators Zappone, Quinn and 
Crown for their initiative�  I represent 55,000 people�  I do not feel the slightest bit undemocrat-
ic�  I represent them under the 1937 Constitution, and do so proudly�  The proposal to abolish the 
Seanad removes checks, balances and scrutiny�  What kind of Government does not like checks, 
balances and scrutiny?  I would like to know the charge sheet, rather than hear a statement that 
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the proposal to abolish the Seanad is in the Government’s manifesto�  What precisely does the 
Minister believe this House has done wrong?  If he listens to his ministerial colleagues, he will 
find out that they praise us for the amendments we have proposed.  Minister of State, Deputy 
Alan Kelly has amended the taxi legislation more than 80 times because of contributions made 
in this House.  The Sinn Féin contribution on personal insolvency resulted in a similar number 
of amendments by the Minister for Justice and Equality, Deputy Alan Shatter�

I am a Member because this country was wrecked in 2008 by banks�  There were no Sena-
tors in Government buildings on the night in question�  Why is the Minister not trying to get 
rid of the bankers?  Why does he not look at the senior civil  servants who did not know what 
they were doing?  Why does he not tackle the bankers who are still walking around?  We are a 
bulwark against the destruction of this country and the Minister should cancel the referendum�  
He has no right to say that people who stand up against what happened to this country should 
have their House of Parliament abolished�  There will not be an equal contest as the Minister 
will have the Government’s money while we will be trying to raise a few shillings up and down 
the country�  The Government will have its advertising campaigns and so on�  The Government 
Senators who have played a noble role in this Seanad, which has 42 new Members, have, along 
with the other Senators, worked night and day to make this country better�  The Minister should 
ask the Leader, who has played a noble role�  We have brought in the MEPs and the Orange 
Order�  Interestingly, the Orange Order opposed the abolition of Grattan’s Parliament�  When I 
visit Northern Ireland, I find that people hold this Seanad in esteem, particularly on the Unionist 
side�  The Minister is making enemies unnecessarily by tilting at a windmill that the Taoiseach 
made when his party was in opposition�

We need checks and balances�  The Executive has too much power�  The Whip system exerts 
too much pressure.  The lobby groups who walked off with €64 billion - the figure will probably 
end up at €90 billion - were unchecked�  Why is the Minister not moving against them?  There 
is a lack of expertise in the permanent Government service, as was pointed out in the Wright 
report�  We provide it here�

I became a Member in a bankrupt country�  We introduced three Bills, to the credit of this 
House and the Leader.  One was on fiscal responsibility, the second was on the reform of mort-
gages along the Danish line, and the third was on banking regulation to separate utility banking 
from casino banking.  We did that here; the Minister did not do so in the Dáil.  I would not have 
been able to introduce the legislation had I been a member of the Dáil.  This is a very well-run 
House and the Minister should examine the evidence to determine what we do here�

Why are we here?  I am delighted that a former Provost of Trinity College, Mr� John Henry 
Bernard, went to Arthur Griffith before the treaty negotiations in London and said people who 
would not be elected to the Dáil will wish to make a valuable contribution to the new State.  
Mr. Griffith wrote to Mr. Éamon de Valera, who agreed in writing - the civil war had not started 
- that we should have a senate�  We have never let people down�  What about Dr� Sheehy Skef-
fington coming here when beating children was the rule up and down the country?  He was not a 
member of any political party or the Dáil.  Consider the reforms of Ms Mary Robinson.  Women 
were not allowed to sit on juries when she introduced her reform�  The work of Senators Nor-
ris and Zappone on behalf of the gay community should also be considered�  We have made an 
incredible contribution to this country�  For the Government to spend public money to abolish 
the Seanad without even telling us the reason is shameful�  I hope that when the referendum Bill 
is before the House, the Government Senators will not support it�  We are being accused behind 
the scenes of playing too much golf and of too much horse racing�  That might have happened 
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in the past but it has not happened under the current Cathaoirleach and Leader�  Why, then, can 
the Minister not tell us why he wants to abolish this House, dismember the Constitution and 
ignore the good work that happens here every day?  There should be no referendum�  This is 
very obvious to anybody who examines the matter dispassionately�  This House is essential to 
the good governance of the country�  The people who got us into the trouble are not being dealt 
with by the senior ranks of the Government�  I refer to the banks and the power of lobby groups�  
I hear that legislation on lobby groups has not materialised�  The banks owe us €64 billion�  No 
Senators were in Government Buildings on the night that the finances of this country collapsed.  
We have done our best every day to remedy the problem�  That should be recognised by Mem-
bers of the Dáil.  It is recognised by the other Ministers who come here and the Minister present, 
Deputy Hogan, should recognise it also�  He should not waste public money on a referendum 
when there are so many reform proposals that would be much more creative�  The Minister will 
lose the referendum and discredit his Government�  What he proposes is seen as petty�  What is 
he afraid of?  Senators provide checks, balances and scrutiny; that is our job and we discharge 
that duty with pride�

15/05/2013MM00200Senator  Marie-Louise O’Donnell: I have two very short points�  If I were to ask Irish 
people what occurs in the Seanad – I include myself in so far as I am a newly appointed Sena-
tor – I would hazard a guess that 95% would say they do not know.  Therefore, the first thing 
the Seanad needs to do before it starts reforming is informing the Irish people as to what occurs 
here�  We have very little time to do so between now and October�

I do not agree with three quarters of the Bill but I still welcome it and the effort that went 
into it�  My grandmother used to say that if we had a problem, it usually began in our own 
kitchen, not up town�  If we want to change, clean up or reform the Seanad, we need to do so on 
our own island through our own Irish electorate�  We do not need to look to the diaspora, North-
ern Ireland, Argentina or North America�  We need to inform the electorate on our own island 
and give it a vote in our Seanad�  I welcome the Bill as a discussion document but we need to 
start informing, not reforming, the Irish people as to what we do here because they do not know�

15/05/2013MM00300Senator  John Gilroy: I thank my colleague, Senator Marie-Louise O’Donnell, for allow-
ing me to share her time�

The most important element of any debate on reform must be political honesty�  I have heard 
calls on the other side of the House for Government Senators to defy the party Whip and go 
against the wishes of the Government�  This places Government Senators in a particularly in-
vidious and absolutely contradictory position because the Whip system insists that Government 
Senators support the Government�  If a Government Senator were to vote against the Govern-
ment, he or she would lose the party Whip and, with that, his or her influence.  One could be 
accused of political cowardice for doing so�

I am a rapporteur on suicide prevention for the Joint Committee and Health and Children 
and I will be bringing my report to the committee�  If I were to vote against the Government, I 
would lose that influence on the committee.  It is not just a matter of mindlessly supporting the 
Government�  Some people very often fail to realise the complexity of the position of Govern-
ment Senators�

The Whip system is definitely the main impediment to the proper working of this House.  
To be honest, there are several times when I felt there were positions I could not support but, 
since I did not want to lose my influence regarding the very important work I felt I was doing 
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on suicide prevention and in order to achieve other aims in other areas, I had to compromise and 
support a position I was not entirely happy with�  That is the complexity of this matter�  It goes 
both ways.  Fianna Fáil and Sinn Féin have changed their positions with regard to this matter.  
Senator Leyden denies this but I have in front of me information stating Fianna Fáil will support 
the abolition of the Seanad�  This is clearly written in page 34 of its election manifesto�  Honesty 
must go both ways�  I have been honest with regard to my position, that of the Labour Party and 
of Government Senators�  I request all Senators to recognise the complexity of the position of 
some Senators�  Others may not be in so complex a set of circumstances but all should be honest 
about their positions and the changing of positions�

15/05/2013MM00400Senator  Rónán Mullen: I commend the Senators who brought forward this thoughtful 
legislation.  I commend all the work involved, not only that of Seanadóirí but also that of others, 
including former Tánaiste Michael McDowell.  Many have put much thought into the legisla-
tion�  What they have done is demonstrate that, without changing the Constitution, one could 
achieve two things: democratise elections to the Seanad and identify a very real and clear role 
for the Seanad�  That is the important service they have done us�  Of course, we could look to 
further reforms�

We must acknowledge the authoritarianism and shallowness that lay behind the proposal 
to put this matter to a referendum�  As Cathal Mac Coille pointed out on Raidió na Gaeltachta 
within the past hour during a programme in which I took part, the Taoiseach announced at a 
summer school some months before the abolition decision all the ways in which the Seanad 
could be given a real role�  Within a few months, however, there was a silly electioneering pro-
posal to abolish the Seanad by referendum�  If the Government was sincere about a thinking 
approach, it would publish legislation on how the House could possibly be reformed�  It is ques-
tionable how reliable the Government is on pre-election promises and pre-referendum promises 
but it would at least give people the opportunity to consider an alternative or, indeed, have a 
preferendum, not necessarily with a view to changing the Constitution but to gauging opinion�

The Seanad has debated issues such as civil partnership.  This did not happen in the Dáil.  It 
was a cross-party debate�  We will have another such debate on the abortion legislation, despite 
claims and reports that the Government is trying to have a complete-consensus approach in the 
Dáil.  I can promise the Minister that it will not happen in this House.

15/05/2013MM00500Senator  Katherine Zappone: I welcome former Senator Mary Henry�  I thank the esteemed 
members of the public who are and have been in the Visitors Gallery, many of whom have sup-
ported our work�  I thank the Minister, Deputy Hogan, and the Minister of State, Deputy Jan 
O’Sullivan, for attending.  I thank them for their reflective consideration of our Bill.  It contains 
detailed proposals on reform and the transformation of Seanad Éireann�  Senator Quinn and I 
are particularly grateful for the openness of the Government to our Bill and the willingness not 
to oppose it, thereby, we believe, supporting the fact that the alternative of a reformed Seanad 
should be in the minds of the people�

I thank the Leader of the Seanad, Senator Maurice Cummins, for his commitment to ensur-
ing the possibility of a reformed Seanad�  As he stated this evening, this Bill provides a suite of 
proposals that could be considered by the people before they cast their votes�  He acknowledged 
the proposals of reform tabled by Senator Crown in this Bill�  Together, both Bills can be used as 
a basis for reform�  That is important for people to have heard as part of our debate this evening�

 I wish to respond to one or two of the issues raised by the Minister in his speech�  As we 
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all said, this is not the time to tease out the detail of the Bill�  The Minister referred to gender 
equality�  Our principle in this Bill is exactly the same as that which underlies the Electoral 
(Amendment) (Political Funding) Act�  It is the principle that shapes our proposals�  Gender 
quota mechanisms are offered as a way to correct the historic inequality between women and 
men in parliamentary democracies throughout the world�  We are offering them as a possibil-
ity for the Houses of the Oireachtas�  We believe this is constitutionally compliant�  A similar 
mechanism is currently being used in our law in regard to inside and outside panels�  We need 
to consider whether we should use the mechanism of gender quotas to correct the inequality of 
history, and our proposal is that we should�  It is worthy of debate�  We hope that Irish lawmak-
ers, in the context of that debate, will choose an effective way to ensure gender equality�

The Minister and other Senators referred to the practicalities of opening up the vote to so 
many�  Yes, we must consider these issues and hopefully we will have the opportunity to do that 
when discussing amendments to the Bill�  The question for our lawmakers is the principle of 
whether we are in favour of opening the franchise to the diaspora�  Then we can examine the 
practical considerations�

The Minister also said that the Constitutional Convention is considering the Dáil electoral 
system�  Other Senators mentioned the fact that, unfortunately, the Government has not allowed 
the issue of Seanad reform, retention or abolition to be part of the convention’s work�  Senator 
Quinn and I and others have put forward a submission to the convention that it ought to con-
sider the Seanad as part of its agenda�  The chair of the convention has said that he will put that 
proposal to the members the next time they meet�

I thank Senators for their reflective words, criticisms and suggestions.  We hope these can be 
teased out on Committee Stage�  Senator Quinn and I also wish to thank those who worked so 
diligently with us to produce the Bill�  Others have already mentioned some of their names, but 
I also thank Brian Hunt, Darren Lehane, Michael McDowell, Noel Whelan, Joe O’Toole, Brian 
Murphy and Suzanne Egan.  In conclusion, we hope that the image of the reformed Seanad, 
Seanad an Phobail, remains a key informant of the reform agenda in the forthcoming debate and 
remains in the minds of our people as they consider the limited choice of reform or abolition in 
the referendum�

Question put and agreed to�

15/05/2013NN00400Acting Chairman  (Senator  Jillian van Turnhout): When is it proposed to take Commit-
tee Stage?

15/05/2013NN00500Senator  Maurice Cummins: Next Tuesday�

Committee Stage ordered for Tuesday, 21 May 2013�

Seanad Electoral Reform Bill 2013: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

15/05/2013NN00675Acting Chairman (Senator Jillian van Turnhout): Senator Crown has one minute re-
maining to complete his contribution to Second Stage�
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15/05/2013NN00687Senator John Crown: I wish to forward the Bill to the next Stage�

Question put and agreed to�

15/05/2013NN00700Acting Chairman  (Senator  Jillian van Turnhout): When is it proposed to take Commit-
tee Stage?

15/05/2013NN00750Senator Maurice Cummins: Next Tuesday�

Committee Stage ordered for Tuesday, 21 May 2013�

15/05/2013NN00787Acting Chairman (Senator Jillian van Turnhout): When is it proposed to sit again?

15/05/2013NN00800Senator  Maurice Cummins: Ag leathuair tar éis a deich, maidin amárach.

Adjournment Matters

15/05/2013NN01000Local and Community Development Programme

15/05/2013NN01100Senator  Kathryn Reilly: I am delighted the Minister for the Environment, Community 
and Local Government, Deputy Hogan, is present for this Adjournment matter�

The alignment proposals seek to achieve better working relationships between local au-
thorities and local development companies, an objective that has been broadly welcomed by 
many local development groups�  The main issue of contention, however, is one element of the 
plan under alignment, which is to transfer the funding from core programmes run by local de-
velopment companies, LDCs, for example, Leader and the local and community development 
programmes, to socioeconomic committees set up under the control of local county councils�

Most people would say that over the last 21 years community bottom-up delivery of the 
local development programmes has served local and rural communities very well�  There is 
a real concern among community groups, especially those that deliver the programmes, that 
moving control of programme funding away from communities will do serious damage to the 
concept of community activism and volunteerism�  The local development model is managed 
by voluntary boards with strong community input�  It is committed to maintaining the bottom-
up approach and to participatory development with a clear focus on addressing the identified 
needs and allocating resources to the most disadvantaged within communities.  It is flexible at 
local level to tailor local actions in line with local needs and priorities�  It has a capacity to lever-
age additional funding for agreed priorities and, most importantly, for every €1 of core funding 
LDCs leverage an additional €1�59 in funding into local communities�

Since the establishment of these groups in 1991, Ireland has developed the most effective 
and highly-regarded local development structures in Europe, with the strongest administrative 
capacity�  Ireland is the envy of Europe and is highly commended for delivery�  A study of the 
EU local development programmes undertaken by the Directorate General for Regional and 
Urban Policy concluded that, in practice, local authorities rarely have exactly the same objec-
tive as local development groups and their leadership may hamper the commitment of other 
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stakeholders, the quality of the innovative process and the success of the local strategy�  Indeed, 
the European economic and social committee said that this is a structure which effectively 
complements local authority remits and, at the same time, it is clear that Leader cannot be used 
as a means of making up for insufficient municipal revenues and financing public services at 
local level in the EU member states�

With such high praise and support for this model the proposal to transfer the funding for the 
core programmes could damage, as many of the LDCs believe, the bottom-up approach to local 
development and call into question the ongoing commitment of strong community and volun-
tary sector involvement on the boards of local development companies�  Has there been a cost-
benefit analysis of whether it is more efficient to deliver local services and schemes through 
local development companies than to do so through local authorities?  I understand the Minister 
has set up an alignment working group involving key stakeholders which is charged with devel-
oping the terms of reference for the socioeconomic committees, SECs, over the coming months�  
Is it correct that the Minister has identified ten front-runner pilot locations for SECs?  Finally, 
can the Minister confirm that no pilot SEC will be established until the terms of reference for 
the SECs have been agreed by the alignment working group?

15/05/2013NN01200Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government  (Deputy  Phil Ho-
gan): I thank Senator Reilly for the opportunity to clarify some the matters that have been in the 
ether, as it were, and providing a great deal of misinformation to communities�  I do not know 
by whom this has been done�

The proposals I am pursuing regarding enhanced alignment between local government and 
local development are part of the document, “Putting People First - Action Programme for 
Effective Local Government”�  All the concerns the Senator has raised are misinformed and 
untrue�  Local communities will continue to be involved in a bottom-up approach to local devel-
opment, in conjunction with local authorities�  Otherwise, we will not qualify for funding from 
the European Union under its specific programmes.  Local authorities are more efficient than 
local communities, some of which are spending in excess of 30% on administration�  Second, 
the representation on the socioeconomic committees and the terms of reference of the SECs are 
the subject of discussion with a working group at present, which is composed of all stakehold-
ers including the community groups�  It is making excellent progress and I hope it will be able 
to conclude the terms of reference at a meeting next week�

I established an expert alignment steering group to look at this area, and its recommenda-
tions aim to improve co-ordination of local publicly-funded programmes, improve their effi-
ciency and effectiveness and improve the services for citizens and communities.  These entities 
are not set up for the benefit of people who are employed, rather, they are set up for those who 
are unemployed and need services at local level�  The implementation of these proposals is hap-
pening in a collaborative manner�  An alignment working group has been established to assist 
in their implementation�  It has had representations from the Irish Local Development Network, 
which is the national representative body of Ireland’s 50 local development companies, as well 
as the City and County Managers Association, Pobal and my Department�

The working group is focusing on the practical arrangements to give effect to the new local 
structures�  Pilot committees will initially be established in up to ten local authority areas, and 
across the remaining areas towards the end of 2013�  These committees will have responsibil-
ity for oversight and planning for a range of local and community development interventions 
at local level and will bring local actors together to work in strategic collaboration�  They will 
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develop a more integrated approach to publicly funded programmes, and an enhanced focus on 
getting the right outcomes and matching resources to priorities� 

I also intend that they should look at more sustainable programme administration costs and 
the use of shared services�  The ten areas for which pilot socio-economic committees are being 
considered are Dublin City Council; Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council; South Dub-
lin County Council; Leitrim; Roscommon; Offaly; Mayo; Galway County Council; Limerick 
County Council, and Cork County Council�  Given the tightening of budgets, the collaboration 
that socio-economic committees will bring will be very important as we work to get the most 
from available funding�  Local authority and local development interests are all involved in the 
establishment of these pilot programmes�

My Department is also working with colleagues across Government to achieve a coher-
ent, whole-of-government approach to the planning, management and delivery of programmes�  
Like any change process, I appreciate that change is not easy - I am sure Senator Reilly is also 
getting representations - and the reforms present challenges for all concerned�  About 1,900 
people are employed in local development companies, such as Leader, local community devel-
opment groups, Tús and rural social schemes.  The current difficult financial model arises from 
the multiannual financial framework from the EU in respect of CAP, which provides money 
for the rural development programme�  It is under pressure, and employs 250 people�  The 
programme will continue, but the efforts to make sure we get the same level of funding as we 
did over the past seven years will be difficult, in light of what I said.  We have not achieved the 
same level of funding through the rural development programme under CAP as we did on the 
last occasion because from 2007 to 2013 the Governments of the day, with the money available 
in the country, gave a top-up of 5%�

The one thing we do know is that the status quo will not hold� The funding available, in 
particular for the administration of programmes, will remain constrained�  Therefore, we need 
a fresh approach based not on preserving structures for the sake of it, but on locally based co-
operation, to get the most from our funding for the benefit of communities.

15/05/2013OO00200Senator  Kathryn Reilly: Will the establishment of the ten pilot programmes come before 
or after the publication of the terms of reference from the working group?

15/05/2013OO00300Deputy  Phil Hogan: It will come afterwards�

15/05/2013OO00400Primary Care Services Provision

15/05/2013OO00500Senator  Thomas Byrne: I am very grateful to the Leas-Chathaoirleach for allowing me 
to raise this important matter on the Adjournment�  It relates to primary care�  We could discuss 
primary care centres in Kells, Laytown and Bettystown, and perhaps we will do so again�  They 
are very important, but I will focus on the Ashbourne primary health care centre�  It has been 
built a long time�  I ask the Minister of State to provide an update on its position and I will re-
spond when he has given his reply�

15/05/2013OO00600Minister of State at the Department of Health  (Deputy  Alex White): I thank Senator 
Byrne for raising this issue�  It gives me the opportunity to address the plans for the provision 
of primary care services in Ashbourne, County Meath, and the wider context�
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The development of primary care teams and primary care centres is a priority under the pro-
gramme for Government and an extremely important element in the health reform process�  The 
provision of primary care centres and teams throughout the country will significantly increase 
health and social care in local communities, and will be achieved by redirecting services away 
from acute hospitals�

Primary care infrastructure is being delivered using three mechanisms, as the House will be 
aware, namely, direct build, the leasing initiative and the public private partnership initiative 
announced in July 2012�  The development of primary care centres, through a combination of 
public and private investment, will facilitate the delivery of multi-disciplinary primary care and 
represents a tangible re-focusing of the health service to deliver care in the most appropriate 
and lowest cost setting�  The modernisation of our primary care accommodation and practice is 
vital to the successful delivery of services in the future�  In this regard, 27 primary care centres 
have opened since May 2011�

The primary care infrastructure model offers a good opportunity for private sector finance.  
The HSE sought submissions from individuals and companies who were interested in develop-
ing health facilities which would accommodate the delivery of primary care services in con-
junction with local GPs�  Ashbourne primary care centre is being delivered using the operational 
lease mechanism�  The 19,000 sq� ft� centre is located at Declan Street, Ashbourne�

Some three GPs and their practice staff have already commenced services in Ashbourne 
primary care centre�  The commissioning of the telephone system has been completed this week 
and the transfer of the administrative function will commence next week�  Following that, a 
range of clinical services will transfer into the building over the course of a number of weeks�  
The full commissioning of the building requires the transfer of some equipment from existing 
facilitates and the delivery of new equipment, which is ongoing�  

When fully opened, Ashbourne primary care centre will accommodate the following ser-
vices: Ashbourne family practice; public health nursing; physiotherapy; occupational therapy; 
speech and language therapy; primary care social work; psychology; and a range of outreach 
consulting services�  South Meath community mental health team and mental health day service 
will also operate from the building�

Staff working in the Ashbourne primary care centre will relocate from a number of other 
health care facilities, such as the existing health centre in Ashbourne and the health care facility 
in Dunshaughlin, County Meath�  It will be necessary for a number of staff to work across the 
locations.  No specific recruitment campaign will be required.

The development of Ashbourne primary care centre represents a step forward as regards the 
modernisation and updating of working practices, facilities and equipment and supporting ICT 
systems�  The sharing of accommodation between GPs and HSE staff members in one centre 
facilitates a team-based approach to service provision, building capacity in primary care and 
contributing to sustainable health and social development in Ashbourne and its environs�

15/05/2013OO00700Senator  Thomas Byrne: I welcome what the Minister has said about the opening of the 
primary care centre in Ashbourne�  At the start of the year we were told it would open in the 
first quarter, then that it would happen in May.  From what the Minister of State has said, I note 
significant progress is being made, which I acknowledge and welcome.  It is a shame to see a 
large building being under utilised, although, as the Minister of State said, the GPs have been in 
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place for some time�  I hope the system works and that there will be real co-operation between 
GPs not just in the centre, but between other doctors in the area who should be able to achieve 
synergies and facilitate the cross-care requirements of the various therapies and mental health�

Some concerns have been raised about the reduction in the services available in Dunshaugh-
lin, and I may write to the Minister for Health about the matter, but they are not evident from the 
Minister of State’s reply�  It may simply be another base for staff to work from for the provision 
of health care services in south County Meath�  I hope that is the case� 

15/05/2013OO00800Deputy  Alex White: I acknowledge and agree with what the Senator said�  I thank him for 
his support on this important new facility which will open in Ashbourne in the very near future�  
I am glad to able to give more detail about the current state of play�  If the Senator or any other 
Member of the House wishes to obtain information on any additional aspects or raise questions 
by way of contact with me, I will do everything I can to assist and respond to them�

15/05/2013OO00900Hospital Services

15/05/2013OO01000Senator  David Cullinane: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  Yesterday, the 
long awaited Higgins report into the establishment of hospital groups in the State was published�  
As the Minister of State knows, six groups will be established and there will be consolidation 
of smaller and larger hospitals with academic links to universities�  We can differ on whether 
the concept of groups or trusts is good or bad�  I want to raise the concerns of many people in 
Waterford and the south east regarding what is being proposed�  Waterford Regional Hospital, 
it seems, will be renamed as Waterford university hospital and become a full teaching hospital�  
That proposal has its merits and attractions.  As it stands, however, Waterford is serving five 
counties, namely, Waterford, Kilkenny, Carlow, Wexford and south Tipperary�  It provides spe-
cialist services and tertiary care in areas such as cancer, neurology, renal services, ear, nose and 
throat, ophthalmology and a range of other services�  Most of those specialties require a critical 
mass to justify their retention, which comes from the population base�  In that context, there is a 
real concern at the prospect of two hospitals in the same region, St� Luke’s General Hospital in 
Kilkenny and Wexford General Hospital, being assigned to an entirely different group or trust 
from the one to which Waterford Regional Hospital is assigned�

The Higgins report refers to a leakage of patients away from Waterford Regional Hospital to 
hospitals in Cork and Dublin.  In fact, in a briefing last night, Professor Higgins alluded to 10% 
of patients from Wexford travelling to Dublin�  In a situation where Waterford will be in one 
group with Cork, while Wexford and Kilkenny will be in an entirely different group, and those 
trusts will in time be competing for patients, how does the Government intend to secure the re-
tention of existing services at Waterford?  If the leakage of patients from the region to hospitals 
in Dublin or Cork continues, then there is a genuine and rational concern that this could, at some 
point in the future, be used as justification for downgrading services at Waterford.  How can we 
guarantee that Waterford Regional Hospital, if it becomes a university hospital, will continue 
to function as a regional hospital and will retain all of the regional and tertiary services it cur-
rently provides?  What guarantee can the Minister give in regard to these services and how can 
he fulfil that guarantee in actions as well as words?

We were told prior to the publication of the Higgins report that Waterford would be provid-
ing cardiology services on a 24-7 basis�  This, in fact, was to be one of the carrots contained in 
the report�  However, what the report actually refers to is enhanced cardiology services�  Indeed, 
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both the Minister and Professor Higgins were very clear when questioned last night that there is 
no commitment to the provision of that service at Waterford�  Will the Minister of State clarify 
this issue?  The current situation is that Waterford Regional Hospital is not providing a 24-7 
cardiology service for the region as it should and must�  If the Minister of State is in a position to 
confirm that this service will be introduced, what timeframe is envisaged for its establishment?

Professor Higgins has indicated that the decision not to recommend the retention of the 
south east as a region was the lack of shared vision or cohesion among the facilities there�  Will 
the Minister of State indicate what shared vision there is between Mallow General Hospital, for 
example, and Waterford Regional Hospital?  What shared vision is there between Mullingar, 
Wexford and Kilkenny?  The argument regarding lack of cohesion is a red herring and I do not 
see how the Minister can justify these proposals on that basis�  I am asking these questions out 
of a genuine concern, which is shared by many people in the region, regarding the retention of 
services at Waterford Regional Hospital�

15/05/2013PP00200Deputy  Alex White: On behalf of the Minister, Deputy James Reilly, I thank the Senator 
for raising this matter, which provides an opportunity to discuss with the House the reports 
that were launched yesterday�  As the Minister has said, these proposals signal a fundamental 
modernisation of our health system organisation in line with best practice�  The objectives of 
the hospital groups are: to achieve the highest standard of quality and uniformity in hospital 
care across each group; deliver cost effective hospital care in a timely and sustainable manner; 
encourage and support clinical and managerial leaders; ensure high standards of governance, 
both clinical and corporate; and recruit and retain high-quality nurses, non-consultant hospital 
doctors, consultants, allied health professionals and administrators in all our hospitals�  The in-
troduction of groups will provide for organisational change in the first instance, offering more 
autonomy to providers and better enabling the reorganisation of services in a well-planned 
manner�  Over time, this will help to improve services and deliver better outcomes for patients�

When it became clear in November 2012 that there might not be sufficient medical profes-
sional consensus and support for a stand-alone network or group in the south east, a further 
period of intensive discussions with the four acute hospitals took place�  As a result, there is 
now a broad acknowledgement within the consultant establishment in those hospitals that the 
future development and prosperity of all four facilities is best served by accepting the proposal 
outlined in the Higgins report which places Waterford Regional Hospital and South Tipperary 
General Hospital, Clonmel in the south-south-west hospital group and Kilkenny and Wexford 
hospitals in the Dublin east group�  Waterford will continue to be a cancer centre under the na-
tional cancer control programme�  It will, in addition, be the hub for the south-east renal service 
and a regional trauma centre�  It will also continue to provide invasive cardiology services for 
the population of the south east�

In addition, an undertaking was given that the Department and the Health Service Executive 
would work with University College Cork to enable Waterford hospital to become a university 
teaching hospital linked to UCC�  Discussions with the university have also taken place and 
agreement reached in principle on developing closer links, leading in due course to parity status 
with Cork University Hospital�  These discussions have been shared with the Royal College of 
Surgeons in Ireland, which has a strategic interest in Waterford Regional Hospital as a major 
undergraduate teaching campus for its students�  In short, Waterford Regional Hospital is to 
become a fully recognised university teaching hospital linked to UCC, with all the privileges 
associated with that status�  In furthering this proposal, UCC is committed to putting in place 
academic clinical appointments on an incremental basis at professorial, senior lecturer and tutor 
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levels, with associated administrative support�  Discussions within the new group’s corporate 
governance structure and in turn with the HSE and the Department of Health will now com-
mence to give effect to these changes�

The traditional practice of providing as many services as possible in every hospital is neither 
sustainable nor safe�  Experience in Ireland and beyond informs us that a co-ordinated system 
of care is clearly better for patients than a more sporadic approach from hospital to hospital�  I 
am confident that the formation of hospital groups will lead to safer, more effective and more 
efficient services for all patients.  We are all agreed that the focus in all of this must be on what 
is best for patients�  That is the starting point�  We do not start from an existing hospital - I am 
speaking generally here, not specifically about Waterford - and look outward in terms of seeing 
how we can maintain or preserve everything that has always been available at that particular 
location�  I appreciate that this is not the Senator’s perspective, but it is important to state it�  
We must begin by considering how best to serve the needs of patients and organise care at the 
optimum level for all citizens.  People are usually patients for a short period of time but they 
are citizens all the time.  The focus must be on building the best possible services around the 
interests of the patient�  From his contributions in the House, I know the Senator will share that 
perspective�

Several commentators, including the leader of the Senator’s party in the other House, ex-
pressed concern yesterday about a lack of detail in the proposal�  Once the groups are estab-
lished, it will be a matter for each of them to examine some of the outstanding issues that need 
to be addressed in terms of the best configuration of care across the group.  Those types of deci-
sions will be left to the groups�

In terms of the specific issues the Senator raised, I have indicated that Waterford Regional 
Hospital will continue to be a cancer centre, a hub for the south-east renal service and a regional 
trauma centre�  I also referred to the enhancement of the status of the hospital through its links 
with UCC�  We would all agree that the teaching element of a modern hospital is vitally im-
portant�  In fact, there would be questions to answer if a hospital as advanced and important as 
Waterford were left without a teaching dimension to its work�

7 o’clock

That would be of concern to people, and that will not happen here�  There will be professo-
rial and teaching positions in this hospital, which will give it great strength and endurance�  I 
have no doubt that Waterford Regional Hospital will endure to serve patients for a considerable 
period into the future�

15/05/2013QQ00200Senator  David Cullinane: Waterford Regional Hospital is a teaching hospital�  What is 
being proposed is that it become a fully recognised university teaching hospital, and that has 
advantages�  However, I have not received a reply to the core question from the Minister for 
Health, the Minister of State, Deputy White, or Professor Higgins�  Following the establishment 
of these new groups, two hospitals in the region will be in a different group from the group of 
which Waterford Regional Hospital will be a part, which is the Cork group�  What will hap-
pen in a situation where those trusts or groups will compete against each other?  If we have a 
situation where there is a leakage of patients away from Waterford Regional Hospital towards 
hospitals in Dublin, and that will be a natural dynamic, can the Government continue to support 
services in Waterford Regional Hospital?
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Of course the patient comes first, but we are trying to protect the status of Waterford Region-
al Hospital and the full complement of services in the region�  History has shown that Ministers 
can give commitments, but the reality can be different�  If over time there is, unfortunately, a 
further drift of patients away from Waterford Regional Hospital, there is a genuine fear this 
could be used as an opportunity to tell the hospital that as it does not have the critical mass, it 
cannot justify retaining certain services�  That is the core fear of the people in the south east and 
I am anxious to impress that upon the Minister�

I welcome the clarifications given by the Minister of State.  Given that this is very signifi-
cant for acute hospital care and will have profound implications for acute care in the State for 
generations to come, it is important to tease out all the issues and seek clarifications so we will 
have the certainty and clarity we need�

15/05/2013QQ00300Deputy  Alex White: I do not have much to add to what I have already said�  I do not wish 
this to be interpreted as a rebuff in any sense to the Senator, but absolute guarantees for anything 
in the future are not attainable�  There is no absolute way of looking into the future and know-
ing precisely how things will be five, ten or 15 years hence.  The hospital in Waterford should, 
and does, have confidence that it will be a hugely important part of the delivery of health care 
in this country.  Waterford is entitled to have that confidence for the future.  However, nobody 
can have absolute certainty as to precisely what future patient movements or pathways will be, 
not just in the case of Waterford but with regard to anything we are doing in the reorganisation 
across the country�  The way to deal with it, as the people in Waterford have dealt with it, is to 
put safeguards in place - in some cases one could call them guarantees - which means strong 
foundations that will be there into the future�  They have been put in place and that is the guar-
antee, coupled with the sense of confidence and excellence that Waterford Regional Hospital 
will continue to provide�  That is as close as one can get to guarantees�

The Seanad adjourned at 7�05 p�m� until 10�30 a�m� on Thursday, 16 May 2013�


