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Déardaoin, 1 Deireadh Fómhair 2020

Thursday, 1 October 2020

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

Machnamh agus Paidir.
Reflection and Prayer.

01/10/2020A00100Gnó an tSeanaid - Business of Seanad

01/10/2020B00100An Cathaoirleach: I have notice from Senator Seán Kyne that, on the motion for the Com-
mencement of the House today, he proposes to raise the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Health to make a statement on the expansion and resourc-
ing of Westdoc�

I have also received notice from Senator Sharon Keogan of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Health to introduce regulations to allow the flu vaccine to 
be administered in outlets other than general practice surgeries and community pharmacies�

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

The need for the Minister for Health to provide an update on the delivery of the winter 
flu vaccine to all GPs throughout the country.

I have also received notice from Senator Ivana Bacik of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Health to make a statement on St� Mary’s Centre (Telford) 
Nursing Home, Dublin 4�

I have also received notice from Senator Eugene Murphy of the following matter:

The need for the Minister of State with responsibility for the Office of Public Works to 
provide an update on the report into Lough Funshinagh, County Roscommon�

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

The need for the Minister for Finance to make a statement on the decision to change the 
employment wage subsidy scheme from weekly to monthly payments�
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I have also received notice from Senator Marie Sherlock of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Education and Skills to make a statement on primary 
school substitute panels�

I have also received notice from Senator Paul Gavan of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs to make a statement on the 
need to provide a living wage and sick pay for early years professionals working in early 
childhood education�

I have also received notice from Senator Niall Ó Donnghaile of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Foreign Affairs to outline whether the Government will 
cover the costs of citizens in the North of Ireland to ensure they retain their right to hold a 
European health insurance card post Brexit�

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

The need for the Minister for Education and Skills to provide an update on the Gov-
ernment’s languages strategy; and to outline the plans in place to increase the number of 
second-level foreign language teachers�

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

The need for the Minister for Health to provide an update on the new 60-bed modular 
unit in University Hospital Limerick�

I have also received notice from Senator Lynn Boylan of the following matter:

The need for the Minister with responsibility for social protection, community and rural 
development and the islands to outline the measures to be undertaken to ensure the respon-
sible sale of dogs in the lead-in to Christmas�

I have also received notice from Senator Fintan Warfield of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Business, Enterprise and Innovation to examine contrac-
tual issues for mobile home owners in holiday parks�

I have also received notice from Senator Fiona O’Loughlin of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Education and Skills to make a statement on primary 
school class numbers and supports available for primary school teachers; the restoration of 
assistant principal posts; and the plans she has for pay parity for all teachers�

  The matters raised by the Senators are suitable for discussion and I have selected those of 
Senators Kyne, Keogan, Paul Daly, Bacik, Murphy and Cummins, and they will be taken now�  
The other Senators may give notice on another day of the matters they wish to raise�

01/10/2020B00200Nithe i dtosach suíonna - Commencement Matters
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01/10/2020B00250General Practitioner Services

01/10/2020B00300An Cathaoirleach: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Butler to the Seanad�  I thank 
her for coming in to answer these questions.  The first Commencement matter has been raised 
by Senator Kyne�

01/10/2020B00500Senator  Seán Kyne: I thank the Cathaoirleach for selecting this important matter for this 
morning’s Commencement debate�  While I want to focus on the Westdoc service today, this 
issue is related to the broader matter of general practice in Ireland�

As we know, general practice in Ireland is under severe pressure and is facing major chal-
lenges�  We do not have enough GPs and after many years of service and dedication, many of 
our GPs are approaching retirement age�  We did not train enough GPs and we do not have the 
supports in place to ensure that GPs open or join practices in Ireland once trained�

We do not invest adequately in primary care services in Ireland and a much greater portion 
of our overall health budget should be invested in primary care�  The funding should recognise 
the unique relationships between GPs and their patients�  It should prioritise care in the commu-
nity and strive for outcomes that avoid ever having to attend crowded emergency departments 
or acute hospitals�  Sadly, despite some progress in the last 18 months, particularly in the in-
crease in the number attending GP training courses, communities across the country continue to 
lose their GPs�  Areas such as Corrandulla and Oughterard in Galway, among others, have been 
left without a service or with a diminished service, forcing local people to travel to attend a GP�  
As this only relates to weekday GP services, the situation in respect of out-of-hours services is 
even more troubling.  Despite the efforts of GPs serving in Moycullen, Rosscahill and Ough-
terard other areas, local GPs are still not included in the Westdoc service, the out-of-hours GP 
service for the west�  The local GPs serving the Moycullen, Rosscahill and Oughterard areas are 
working flat out to provide a service out of hours and at weekends for their local communities.  
The HSE is currently, and I must emphasise that this is during a pandemic, providing locum 
cover on a one-in-five basis but only in the short term with no commitment to maintaining this 
provision into the future�

In many areas, over 90% of doctors are covered by out-of-hours services�  In the area that I 
am talking about, the eastern part of Connemara, that coverage is barely over 60%�  It is unfair, 
unsafe and unsound�  The local community and GPs deserve better�  More funding must be pro-
vided to Westdoc for its expansion in order that all communities are covered and have certainty 
of a comprehensive GP service 24 hours a day, seven days a week�  

I have been contacted by Moycullen and Oughterard GPs, who have been refused entry to 
Westdoc and have requested intervention�  To put this into context, they say that when they are 
on call, they are on call for 48 hours every fourth weekend and every fourth night, as well as 
providing full weekday services�  As one can imagine, that is a very onerous task for them to 
undertake, both physically and mentally in terms of their own well-being, but also in relation 
to that of patients�  A more sustainable model needs to be put in place and the funding must be 
provided for access to the Westdoc service for this local area�

01/10/2020C00300Minister of State at the Department of Health  (Deputy  Mary Butler): This is my first 
time to speak in this fantastic Seanad Chamber�  I took Commencement matters in the Dáil 
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yesterday, but I think at times we forget that this is such a fantastic building�  I am pleased to 
be here�

I want to thank Senator Kyne for raising this important issue and I am taking this matter on 
behalf of the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly�  There are huge challenges to meet in respect 
of the provision of GP and out-of-hours services, particularly in rural areas�  Please be assured 
that the Government is committed to enhancing primary health care services throughout the 
country, including out-of-hours GP services�  The development of primary care is central to the 
Government’s objective to deliver a high quality, integrated and cost-effective health service.

GPs contracted under the General Medical Services scheme are required by their contract 
to make suitable arrangements to enable contact to be made with them, or a locum or deputy, 
for emergencies outside of normal practice hours�  While there is no obligation on GPs to par-
ticipate in GP out-of-hours co-operatives as a means of meeting the contractual requirement, 
such services facilitate the provision of GP services outside of normal surgery hours and help to 
spread the burden of this provision�  

I take on board the point made by Senator Kyne that some doctors have applied to join the 
out-of-hours co-operative, and I will take that back to the Minister.  I find it hard to understand 
why, when there is a shortage of doctors, they are finding it difficult to access a co-operative.  
It is strange�

The HSE provides substantial funding to support the out-of-hours co-operatives, including 
the costs of triage nurses, call centres, treatment centres, drivers, cars and receptionists� This 
amounts to more than €90 million per annum and helps to ensure that, to the greatest extent 
possible, urgent care needs are met in the primary care setting�

The Westdoc co-operative is owned and managed by a group of participating GPs who 
provide out-of-hours GP services in the community healthcare west region, covering counties 
Galway, Mayo and Roscommon�

Funding for the service is provided through a service level arrangement with HSE commu-
nity healthcare organisation, CHO, 2�  In 2020, this organisation received almost €3�9 million 
in funding through this arrangement�  In 2019, in addition to the funding allocated through 
the service level arrangement, HSE primary care operations allocated an additional sum of 
€150,000 to CHO 2 for the provision of extra staffing for the GP rota in rural areas.  I under-
stand that CHO 2 engaged directly with Westdoc to ensure that this funding was allocated to 
the area of greatest priority within that service, extending weekend cover in north Connemara, 
south Connemara and Achill�  It is acknowledged that the Westdoc service does not extend to 
certain rural areas within the region, and that additional funding would be required to extend 
the service that is currently being provided�  I understand that this places additional pressures 
on GPs in the area�

I assure the House that the Government is committed to ensuring that existing GP services 
in these areas are retained and that general practice remains an attractive career option�  I want 
to ensure that patients throughout the country continue to have access to GP services, including 
out-of-hours services, and that general practice is sustainable in all areas into the future�  We 
will continue to monitor and review services across the country to that end�

Measures to improve recruitment and retention in general practice have been implemented 
in recent years�  The agreement reached in 2019 on GP contractual reforms and service devel-
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opments will result in an increase in expenditure on GP services of €210 million annually by 
2023�  As the agreement sets out, increased capitation fees have been introduced, and there will 
be additional increases in the coming years�  Enhanced supports for rural GP practices have 
been introduced under the 2019 agreement, including a 10% increase in the allowance for rural 
practices and a 28% increase in dispensing fees paid to GPs�

01/10/2020D00200Senator  Seán Kyne: I thank the Minister of State for attending the House and for her reply�  
Like all Members, I know she recognises the importance of rural GP services�  The importance 
of sustaining rural communities and providing services to them may seem like a broken record, 
but the GP is at the heart of that�  When people retire after a long number of years, they may 
have 30 or 40 years of service in a community, it can be difficult to find a replacement.  The area 
I have raised is not remote; it is seven miles from Galway city�  I live in Moycullen and it covers 
Rosscahill and Oughterard�  It is an increasingly built-up area�  Doctors are under pressure�  If 
there is an additional retirement in the coming years without the provision of adequate services, 
will a young doctor come into that?  Would he or she decide to operate a weekday practice and, 
at the same time, commit to the every four weekends and 48 hours during the week in addi-
tion to the normal daytime service?  Finding new doctors to come into a situation like that is 
onerous�  There is a demand and, more important, a need in an expanding area�  I welcome the 
provision of additional funds in 2019, which I fought for, but it was not directed to the area that 
I raise today�  I welcome the Minister of State’s commitment to bring the issue to the Minister�  
I will push it at local level to try and secure additional funding for Westdoc and get admission 
to the doctors serving the Moycullen, Rosscahill and Oughterard areas�

01/10/2020D00300Deputy  Mary Butler: I acknowledge the important role that GPs play in the delivery of 
our health service and their commitment to providing a responsive and high-quality out-of-
hours service to patients�  This has never been more visible than in recent months but at any 
time it is a key strength in the delivery of healthcare�  The Senator is quite right that GPs are the 
beating heart of most communities, and it is a significant source of comfort to residents to know 
that there is a GP close at hand�  I accept that retaining GPs in practices is a major challenge; it 
is something I have witnessed in my constituency where a GP left and a new GP only replaced 
that person three years later�  I understand that the demands of the out-of-hours commitment 
has been particularly challenging for GPs in rural areas and CHO west where there are gaps in 
the Westdoc service�  The Minister acknowledges that�  I reiterate that the Government is com-
mitted to ensuring that patients throughout the country continue to have access to quality GP 
services and I will bring the Senator’s concerns to the Minister�

01/10/2020E00100Vaccination Programme

01/10/2020E00200Senator  Sharon Keogan: I welcome the Minister of State to the Chamber and thank her 
for attending to address my question�

My Commencement matter relates to the lack of provision to administer the flu vaccine in 
locations other than general practice surgeries and community pharmacies�  The reason I raise 
this issue is related, in part, to the provision by the HSE that children aged between two and 12 
years would be able to receive a free flu vaccine from mid-October, which is new in 2020-21.  
This welcome development comes on the tail end of much talked about difficulties in staying 
safe during the return to school for over 500,000 primary school students�  I believe the restric-
tive manner in which the vaccine is to be administered will lead to an undesirable overcrowding 
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of GP surgeries and pharmacies, as well as a lower uptake than would otherwise be the case�

While GP surgeries and pharmacies have done terrific work throughout this country’s fight 
against Covid-19, and continue to do so, they are not designed to be mass vaccination centres, 
especially when the matter of social distancing is considered�  Additionally, there exists a shy-
ness among the public to visit these places unless absolutely necessary out of fear of contracting 
the virus�  This fear, founded or unfounded, exists and is particularly prevalent among older 
members of society who are, unfortunately, at an increased risk from Covid�  These individuals 
are also at increased risk from the flu, which is responsible for 500 deaths, on average, each 
year�

We are, therefore, left with a state of affairs whereby people aged over 65 years who stand 
to benefit most from the flu vaccine are among the least likely to wish to visit the places where 
it would be administered.  Would it not be of great benefit to these people and many others to 
make use of the various outreach hubs that exist in their communities, for example, parish halls, 
community halls or even workplaces?  These venues could be occupied for a time by existing 
HSE teams in order to flatten the curve, to use the Covid slogan, of visits to GPs and pharma-
cies.  In the same vein, given that the vaccine is being offered to so many people of primary 
school age, why have the Department and HSE not opted to utilise the existing framework of 
the HSE school vaccination teams, which are long established and have been used to great 
effect?  I have been in contact with pharmacists regarding this matter and I am informed that 
there is legislation with the Minister which would allow for this�  What stage has the legislation 
reached?  When can we expect it to be implemented in order to prevent pharmacies and GP 
surgeries from being overrun?

01/10/2020E00300Deputy  Mary Butler: I thank Senator Keogan for welcoming me to the Seanad and con-
gratulate her on being selected to become a Senator�

The Senator has tabled a very important Commencement matter�  She mentioned older per-
sons and I am very conscious that this is International Day of Older Persons�  This discussion is 
also timely as we face into a winter with Covid-19, the winter vomiting bug and the winter flu.  
I am delighted to be here to respond�

We are all aware of the impact that Covid has had on our healthcare system and communi-
ties�  In the coming winter months there will be additional pressures on the health system and 
its providers.  The Government believes that increasing wider access to the winter influenza 
vaccine is a high priority and is needed to protect members of society, especially the most at-
risk groups, and to help mitigate the impact on the health services as the pandemic evolves�  I 
would like to announce the introduction of a new service development that will allow for the 
influenza vaccination to be supplied and administered by appropriately trained pharmacists at 
locations other than on the premises of the retail pharmacy business, which is exactly the point 
the Senator raised�

This extension of current practice will enable pharmacists to provide vaccination services 
to a greater number of patients.  By providing for an off-site vaccination service, it will also 
remove some potential practical barriers such as capacity within the pharmacy premises due 
to social distancing recommendations and other public safety measures, which are in place at 
this time.  It also has the potential to greatly increase uptake of the influenza vaccine in all the 
groups who can avail of the vaccine free of charge, in particular those in the at-risk categories 
as well as patients wishing to access the service privately�  This will help to alleviate some 
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pressures and concerns around personal safety that patients may feel, particularly during these 
very challenging times�  Potential locations where pharmacists may wish to provide this ser-
vice may include in a person’s car or home, a residential care home or a car park, including a 
drive-through service similar to Covid-19 testing services�  They may also be administered at 
a business premises, a school or other childcare facility or a community or sports hall, as the 
Senator mentions�

This amending legislation, which has been signed into law, underpins this new service de-
velopment and it is envisaged to be in place for the upcoming flu season.  In support of this 
practice extension, the Pharmaceutical Society of Ireland, PSI, is drafting additional guidance 
to support pharmacy owners, superintendent pharmacists and supervising pharmacists�  These 
guidelines will enable the delivery of a safe and effective vaccination service off-site from the 
pharmacy premises�  This guidance will be considered by the PSI council in early October and 
it is envisaged that it will be then rolled out nationwide�

It is also important to note that there is no limitation in regulation to the places where a GP 
may administer a vaccine and the only restrictions that existed applied to pharmacists�  I am 
delighted to say the Irish Pharmacy Union is fully supportive of this new service practice�  I 
take this opportunity, on behalf of the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, to thank the PSI and relevant 
stakeholders for their assistance and support in the development of this service extension�

01/10/2020F00200Senator  Sharon Keogan: I thank the Minister of State and I welcome this initiative, as 
well as the support given by the Irish Pharmacy Union in rolling out the programme nationwide 
and providing these outreach services�  There are 1,800 community pharmacists in this country 
so we need to consider how we can work with them in rolling out the HSE winter plan and how 
best we can serve our communities�  These are an untapped resource for the HSE and Depart-
ment�  I am delighted to see the pharmacists are welcoming this initiative for administering the 
vaccine�

01/10/2020F00300Deputy  Mary Butler: The 2020-21 influenza vaccination season will be the tenth year 
that pharmacists have been permitted to provide a vaccination service to patients on pharmacy 
premises�  It is considered appropriate to build on the existing good practice and patient trust to 
further develop this service in order to meet the evolving healthcare needs of the public�  The 
Senator is quite right that the community pharmacists are an untapped resource and offer a fan-
tastic service in all our communities�

The Minister, Deputy Donnelly, is looking forward to seeing how this important service 
extension will be delivered and he is very hopeful it will have a positive effect on increasing 
access to the winter flu vaccination.  It is important to acknowledge and appreciate the crucial 
role that pharmacists continue to play in our communities and healthcare system�  I thank the 
Senator again for raising this very important matter�

01/10/2020F00400Vaccination Programme

01/10/2020F00500Senator  Paul Daly: I welcome the Minister of State to the House and thank her for coming 
to address this matter.  It is my first opportunity to formally congratulate her on her appointment 
so I wish her the very best of luck�

This topic continues from the matter raised by Senator Keogan, specifically the availability 
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of the flu vaccine in GP practices.  A number of GPs have contacted me, including my own GP, 
who have received their first delivery of the vaccine this year.  The national cold chain service, 
which supplies the vaccine to GPs, has indicated that general practices can only receive an 
amount equivalent to last year’s order�  We are all aware of the current circumstances and condi-
tions, and there is promotion of a programme to administer this vaccine to target groups�  The 
numbers that were available last year will be insufficient this year.

The practice I mention had 240 vaccines per fortnight last year�  It received 240 vaccines on 
21 September but they were all used five days later.  The practice will not receive another order 
until 5 October�  With this in mind, something must be done to loosen the supply�

Given the year that is in it, we cannot base orders on last year’s numbers�  There is no com-
parison between the two years�  Target groups aside, it has been estimated that uptake by GPs’ 
own patients alone is double last year’s rate.  This will create a significant issue.  We all know 
people who attend for ordinary check-ups or unrelated ailments and decide to have the flu vac-
cine�  If it is not available and they are told that the next order will come in on, for example, 5 
October, there will be queues outside GPs’ clinics that day�  That is the very thing we wish to 
avoid�

  Will the Minister of State address this issue?  It must be dealt with urgently.  We are in flu 
season and people have already started getting the vaccine�  The weather has changed to autum-

nal.  Whatever flu strain there will be this year, it is probably not too far away.  This 
is an important matter�  GPs do not have an issue with administering the vaccine 
to target groups, a process that is funded by the HSE, but they are finding that they 

must use their private vaccine supplies to do so�  This incurs a major cost on GPs’ practices, but 
cost aside, it will place further constraints on their supplies for their own patients�

01/10/2020G00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Before I call the Minister of State, and since I have not had the 
opportunity to do so yet, I will formally congratulate her and welcome her to the House�

01/10/2020G00300Deputy  Mary Butler: I thank the Leas-Chathaoirleach and the Senator for their kind words�

This is an important issue, and my answer almost follows on from the previous Commence-
ment matter.  I thank the Senator for raising the issue.  Seasonal influenza poses a significant 
challenge to vulnerable patients, the healthcare system and, in particular, the hospital sector�  
That challenge has never been more pronounced than it is this year, given the backdrop of Co-
vid�  To mitigate as much as possible the pressure on the health services that would result from 
a coincidence of the winter flu season and a resurgence of Covid-19, there will be an expanded 
provision of the seasonal influenza vaccine this year.  All of those in the at-risk groups aged 
from six months up, including all those over 65 years of age and all healthcare workers, will be 
able to access vaccination without charges�  All children aged from two to 12 years, inclusive, 
will also have access to vaccination without charges�  Vaccines will be administered by GPs and 
pharmacists as in previous years�

The expanded programme will ensure that those most vulnerable to the effects of influenza 
will have access to vaccination without charges�  By providing vaccination to those most at risk 
and those most likely to require hospitalisation if they contract influenza, it is anticipated that 
the programme will see a reduction in the number of influenza-related hospital admissions as 
well as a reduction in the overall spread of influenza in the community.  Recently, I read a report 
from Australia where influenza numbers had flattened completely this year.  It is being attrib-

11 o’clock
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uted to the good practices that we are all carrying on every day - wearing our masks, washing 
our hands and keeping our distance�  I hope that the situation will be similar in Ireland, but we 
do not know�

The HSE has placed orders for 1.35 million doses of a quadrivalent influenza vaccine for the 
forthcoming winter compared with 1�1 million doses last year�  However, I take on board the 
Senator’s point about GPs only being allowed to order the same quantities as they ordered last 
year and that their supplies had run out within five days.  I will bring that fact to the Minister.

The vaccine will be made available to all persons in an at-risk group from six months up 
other than children aged from two to 12 years, inclusive�  The HSE has ordered 600,000 doses 
of the live attenuated influenza vaccine, which is delivered via nasal drops rather than injection, 
to be made available to children aged from two to 12 years, inclusive�  In all, 1�95 million doses 
have been ordered this year compared with 1�1 million last year�

The first deliveries of influenza vaccines to all sites, including GPs, pharmacists and nursing 
homes, started on 17 September�  For comparison purposes, in 2019 deliveries commenced on 
16 September�

For the initial deliveries, the quantities of influenza vaccine delivered were based on one 
third of the total ordered last year�  The quantities of vaccine made available will be increased 
in line with the amounts received into the country�  Approximately two thirds of the total con-
tracted quantity of adult and paediatric flu vaccines are expected to be delivered to Ireland by 
the end of this week, the week commencing 28 September, and 100% of both will be delivered 
before the end of October�  Vaccines will be made available to GPs and pharmacists promptly 
following receipt in the country�  Deliveries of the nasal vaccine used to be used for children are 
on schedule and have not been delayed�

The HSE is satisfied that the number of doses procured is sufficient to meet demand in the 
at-risk groups, and vaccination of these groups has commenced�  The vaccination programme 
for children is expected to commence from mid-October�  Deliveries of the private supply of 
the vaccine are expected to commence at the start of October.  Although it is difficult to esti-
mate demand among those not in the at-risk groups, the Health Products Regulatory Authority 
medicine shortages framework has not been notified of any shortages affecting the Irish market 
in relation to flu vaccines.  The vaccination campaign will be accompanied by a comprehensive 
communications campaign to encourage the greatest possible take-up�

In order to answer the Senator’s concerns, which I understand, I assure him that supplies 
will roll out much more quickly as they come into the country�  I will follow up on the matter 
after the Senator’s supplementary comments�

01/10/2020H00200Senator  Paul Daly: I thank the Minister of State for her comprehensive reply and I broadly 
welcome the fact that the number of vaccines coming into the country has increased to the best 
part of 1�95 million based on the Minister of State’s answer�  The kernel of my query is about 
the distribution of those vaccines to the GPs�  It is vitally important that the Minister, Deputy 
Stephen Donnelly, or the Department intervene at this early stage with the supply companies to 
ensure they are not still working off the 2019 numbers for what GPs can receive.  It is all well 
and good to have the vaccines in the country but it is down to the distribution�  It is vitally im-
portant that the GP services are not held back by being tied to the numbers they used last year, 
which is what the supply company is going on at the moment�
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01/10/2020H00300Deputy  Mary Butler: As we know, influenza can be a serious illness for people in the at-
risk groups, which can lead to hospitalisation and even death�  To take on board the Senator’s 
point again, the quantities of vaccines made available to sites will be increased in line with the 
amounts received into the country�  I take on board the Senator’s point, however, and I will 
bring it back to the Minister�  When people have the mindset that they would like to get the 
vaccine now before the weather changes, it is important that sufficient quantities are there.  As 
I said, I will raise that matter with the Minister�

Those who are not covered by the publicly funded vaccination campaign can avail of the 
vaccination on a private basis.  The Government has not been notified of any shortages affecting 
the Irish market in respect of the flu vaccines.  We have gone from 1.1 million vaccines last year 
to 1.95 million this year, which is almost 2 million.  Hopefully that will be a sufficient quantity 
and that includes 600,000 children�

01/10/2020H00400Nursing Home Accommodation

01/10/2020H00500Senator  Ivana Bacik: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  It is a beautiful 
Chamber, as the Minister of State has said, and it is lovely to be here�  The matter I have raised 
is the need for the Minister for Health to make a statement on the situation regarding St� Mary’s 
Centre Telford, Dublin 4, and the care of persons currently depending on the centre’s services, 
along with his Department’s plans to prevent such future situations arising in Irish nursing and 
care homes�

I know the Minister of State will be well aware of the situation but I will briefly outline it.  
St� Mary’s Centre Telford on Merrion Road is a disability care facility for persons with dis-
abilities, namely, women with sight disabilities and on the same complex, it also comprises a 
nursing home�  There were previously over 50 residents in the nursing home�  They have, over a 
very short period of time, been moved or relocated with significant adverse effects on many of 
them and their families�  There are 18 persons still resident at the care facility, many of whom 
are very vulnerable and who have been living there for some time�  Both of the facilities on the 
site are run by a company owned by the Sisters of Charity�  Two members of that order are the 
sole shareholders of the company and the order owns the land�  

The company owned by the Sisters of Charity just a few short months ago moved to close 
both facilities and is seeking liquidation of the company running the care homes�  The matter 
is before the High Court and there may be another hearing today on it�  There was a hearing on 
Monday at which former employees of the facility and residents sought to appoint an examiner 
to try to keep the premises going and maintain some sort of consistency of care for the residents 
who are still there.  The judge refused that application and the law firm representing the former 
employees and the residents says that it may appeal�  That matter is before the courts�  I have 
met many of the former employees�  Over 80 people were originally employed at the facilities�  
I have also met some of the residents who are still there and some of the families that were so 
severely affected when the closure announcement was made.  There has been extensive cover-
age of this matter in the press�  Hot Press in particular has been very good and has covered the 
matter extensively�  Indeed there is an article in today’s edition of Hot Press by Shamim Malek-
mian dealing with this issue.  She speaks about the really serious effect this is having on very 
vulnerable persons and their families�  

There is no doubt but that the Sisters of Charity, the order involved, has not dealt well with 
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this, to put it mildly.  There has been a shameful lack of care shown for the residents and staff 
involved�  The unions involved are seeking to secure adequate redundancy payments for the 
former staff.  That in itself is a significant issue and the company has not behaved well towards 
staff; nor has it behaved well towards residents.  The order stands to gain enormously in mon-
etary terms from the sale of the land which may be consequent upon this liquidation�  

What is the State’s involvement and why am I seeking a ministerial response?  The Minister 
for Health clearly has a duty of care to these residents and arguably to the staff also, who have 
cared for residents through the Covid-19 crisis and who continue to care for the remaining resi-
dents�  The HSE has funded the home extensively and Dublin City Council has an involvement 
too�  I have, through Councillor Declan Meenagh, submitted questions to the council about its 
role�  The council paid for the construction of the care facility and the housing for the 18 women 
who are currently still there�  I understand that the provisional liquidator has suggested that the 
order might rent a premises to the HSE or extend the lease to ensure that women are not put out 
on the street�  There is clearly a role for the State here�  Whatever happens in the court with the 
order and the liquidator, the State has an obligation to those involved�  It is in that context that 
I ask the Minister of State to make a statement on the issue today�

01/10/2020J00200Deputy Mary Butler: I thank Senator Bacik for raising this issue in such a constructive 
manner�  Obviously, for the service users and some of the former residents and their families, 
this has been very challenging and difficult.  A key principle underpinning Government policy 
is to support older people to live in their own homes with dignity and independence for as long 
as possible, with the correct wraparound supports�  In recent years there has been a shift of focus 
in healthcare provision towards home care�  Home support services are key in facilitating older 
people to remain at home�  Of course, there will always be people whose needs are best met 
in a residential care setting or other supported housing model like the services provided at St� 
Mary’s Telford nursing home�

The Department of Health is aware of the difficult decision taken by the board of manage-
ment of St� Mary’s, which is owned by the Sisters of Charity, to close�  On 23 July the HSE was 
advised that St� Mary’s was placed in voluntary provisional liquidation by order of the High 
Court at the request of the board of directors�  The HSE advised that this was not an expected 
or anticipated action and was contrary to what the board and management had advised the HSE 
up until the previous week�  Provisional liquidators were appointed and they contacted the HSE 
regarding client and staff welfare on 27 July.  It is understood that HIQA was also aware of this 
issue at the time�  There were 19 nursing home clients and 22 disability clients in residence at 
the centre at the time�  All residents have now transitioned from the nursing home element of 
the service, while 18 remain in the disability element�

At the High Court hearing of 8 September, an application was made on behalf of a group 
of employees, former employees, residents and their families to consider putting the company 
into examinership�  The application for receivership was rejected by the High Court in a ruling 
delivered this week, on 28 September�

The HSE is working with the provisional liquidators and continues to provide them with 
funding to enable care provision to be maintained for the remaining clients at the centre�  As 
of 3 September, the HSE has also commenced on-site engagement to review the service�  The 
HSE is committed to supporting service provision and assistance in respect of client care at the 
request of the provisional liquidators, who are legally fulfilling the role of provider at this point.  
I understand that an independent advocacy service was utilised where residents required and 
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consented to such representation or assistance�

The HSE remains conscious of the vulnerability of the residents at the centre of this issue 
and of the anxiety and stress these circumstances has caused for them and their families�  I can 
only imagine how the residents, who were not expecting this news, would have felt�  Some 
residents who have dementia need the familiarity of the building in which they live�  To have to 
change can be very challenging for many�  It is hoped that continued engagement will substan-
tially alleviate this anxiety and stress�  I thank the Senator for raising this very important issue�

01/10/2020K00200Senator  Ivana Bacik: I thank the Minister of State for her very strong reply�  I have 
raised this matter in the Seanad a number of times but I am grateful to the Minister of State for 
responding so directly on it�  Clearly, there is an issue with regard to the provision of care to 
vulnerable persons beyond the specific issues affecting St. Mary’s.  In the context of St. Mary’s, 
I am grateful to the Minister of State for setting out the background�  I am shocked, although 
not surprised, to hear just how little notice was provided and that the HSE was only advised on 
23 July that St� Mary’s was to be placed in voluntary provisional liquidation�  This action was 
not expected or anticipated�  Indeed, it was contrary to what the board of management had ad-
vised the HSE up until the previous week�  That is shocking and shameful and shows just how 
shamefully the Sisters of Charity and related companies have behaved towards residents, staff 
and the State in respect of this issue�  Let us not forget that the Sisters of Charity owe the State 
approximately €3 million in unpaid redress so there is a broader context to this matter�

I thank the Minister for State for setting out the ongoing steps the HSE has taken to engage 
with those who are still dependent on the continued existence of the facility for their home�  I 
hope that engagement will continue in order to ensure that provision is made for those vulner-
able residents and that the uncertainty they currently face, which has caused them so much 
stress and trauma, will be resolved by some sort of clear provision for their future care�  I hope 
the Minister of State will bring that message back to the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly�  I 
would be really grateful for that�  I remind the Minister of State once again of just how much 
stress, trauma and upset this issue has caused people�

01/10/2020K00300Deputy  Mary Butler: I thank the Senator very much for her answer and for the construc-
tive approach she has taken on this matter�  As she has quite rightly said, this centre is these 
people’s home from home�  It is where they have spent many years of their lives�  Their families 
have gone through many challenges because, as the Senator correctly stated, the HSE advised 
that this action was neither expected nor anticipated and was contrary to what the board of 
management had advised�

To reiterate, an independent advocacy service was utilised where residents required and 
consented to such representation or assistance�  This service continues to support the families�  
This action was undertaken solely by the former board of directors�  Provisional liquidators 
have been appointed and the HSE has confirmed that it is working closely with them and with 
HIQA to ensure that all remaining clients are cared for appropriately.  That has to be the out-
come�  All remaining clients must be appropriately cared for�  I will follow up on this because I 
am very concerned about it.  These 18 clients have to find their new home from home.  It is very 
important that it happens safely and swiftly, and that there is not too much uncertainty�  What 
they need now is clarity and certainty�  I will follow up with the Senator� 

01/10/2020L00150Flood Prevention Measures
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01/10/2020L00200Senator  Eugene Murphy: I am sure the Leas-Chathaoirleach, given his strong links to 
County Roscommon, will have heard the debate about Lough Funshinagh on many occasions�  
I thank the Minister of State, Deputy Sean Fleming, for coming to the House to discuss this 
matter�

Lough Funshinagh is a special area of conservation, SAC, in County Roscommon�  It was 
once known as Ireland’s amazing disappearing lake�  There were reports going back to the 
1950s and 1960s that the lake actually disappeared in a short space of time�  The most recent 
word of the lake disappearing is from 12 or 13 years ago, when, in the space of two days, the 
lake dried out.  When this happened, thousands of fish were lost, bird life that thrived around 
the water was stressed and lost, and much of the flora and fauna was damaged. 

For some time, there has been a national debate about Lough Funshinagh, mainly because 
of the damage that has been done to farm lands and farm sheds, and the threat to housing and 
livestock�  An OPW report was commissioned four years ago which gathered information from 
Roscommon County Council and the Geological Survey of Ireland and that report is now com-
ing to light.  The report is not good news for the locality or for the 45 farmers affected.  Basi-
cally, one of the solutions spoken about is the making of a drain from the lake to the River 
Shannon at an estimated cost of €1�5 million�  However, the report suggests this would not be 
good from an ecological perspective�

I want to point out that the lake is 4 ft� higher today than it was this time last year, so we can 
see the problem.  Its expansion has destroyed the flora and fauna, and the fact it is now a special 
area of conservation is something of a joke�  We all have to be very careful about SAC areas but 
due to the lack of action, the flora and fauna, including the fish life, has been damaged.  There 
is a need for a cost-benefit analysis in that we are looking at a cost of €1.5 million to construct 
a drain from the lake to the River Shannon� 

If there is anything positive in the report, and it is hard to find positivity in it, it acknowl-
edges that at least two families will have to be moved out of the area and that the State will have 
to take on that responsibility�  Of course, that is if people want to move� 

I ask that the Minister of State go back to the Minister on this�  For now, we need to have a 
meeting of local people with local representatives, and I have been speaking to Councillor Lau-
rence Fallon and other councillors�  We need to further discuss the issue to see if we can make 
progress�  The most important point is that this lake continues to expand�  It may not end with 
damage to 45 farms, roads and houses� If the lake continues to expand, we are going to have to 
take immediate action�

01/10/2020M00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I thank the Senator�  Seconders are not necessary in this context, 
but were they required, I would happily second this Commencement matter�  I ask the Minister 
of State, Deputy Fleming, to respond�

01/10/2020M00300Minister of State at the Department of Finance  (Deputy  Sean Fleming): I am speaking 
here as a representative of the Minister of State, Deputy O’Donovan, who has special respon-
sibility for the OPW�  I thank the Senator for raising this matter, and I am pleased to provide an 
update as best I can�

I am advised by the Minister of State’s office that, following severe flooding during the 
winter of 2015-16, Roscommon County Council applied, in 2018, to the OPW for funding un-
der its minor flood mitigation works and coastal protection scheme for a study at this location.  
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Approval and funding was given to Roscommon County Council to undertake a study in July 
2018�  The council subsequently appointed Malachy Walsh and Partners to carry out this com-
mission�  The purpose of the report was to review the ecological constraints associated with the 
proposed flood protection options at Lough Funshinagh and Lough Cup; identify the European 
sites, namely, special areas of conservation, SAC, and special protected areas, SPA, which may 
be within the zone of influence of these options; determine the direct and indirect effects of the 
flood prevention options on the conservation objectives of the European sites affected; establish 
the nature of the statutory environmental reports required to accompany a future planning ap-
plication for the flood protection options and provide indicative costs; and provide a conclusion 
on the viability of the options proposed�

The report was submitted to the OPW, which carried out a review in July 2020�  It was a 
two-year process, but one should understand that it took time to procure the company directly 
involved which did the work, and extensive work had to be carried out due to the fact that SACs 
had to be identified and there were issues with flora and fauna, which the Senator mentioned.

The study looked at seven flood mitigation measures, of which six fall below a cost-benefit 
analysis of 1:1, which is a standard index used by the OPW to ensure that when work is car-
ried out, both the cost and the benefit for the community are clear.  There is significant uncer-
tainty that the one remaining cost-effective scheme proposal will solve the flooding problem 
of the property, and it has been concluded that the property is likely to remain at residual risk 
of flooding.  There is no cost-effective solution to manage this residual risk, with the current 
emergency management of flood levels being managed by pumping.  This option is, therefore, 
not considered to be economically or environmentally sustainable�  After all, pumps cannot be 
used indefinitely.

Following the OPW’s review of the flood analysis report on Lough Funshinagh, the prop-
erty owners who have applied for the voluntary homeowners relocation scheme will now be 
advanced through this scheme�  Those who apply, therefore, will be advanced�

The OPW also understands, however, that there will remain a risk of prolonged flooding 
around the lough, and have advised that it remains open to Roscommon County Council to 
make an application under the minor works flood mitigation and coastal protection scheme, 
should additional measures be identified in the future that meet the scheme criteria to mitigate 
flooding.

I also understand that at a special meeting of the municipal district of Roscommon County 
Council on Monday last, 28 September, the elected members were advised of the current situa-
tion with regard to Lough Funshinagh.  The council has requested a meeting with officials from 
the Minister of State’s office and now that the Senator has raised this issue today, I will provide 
a commitment that a meeting will be held in the near future�  It is important that this matter 
be brought to the attention of the OPW by the Senator at the national level, to complement the 
work carried out by the municipal district at local level�  I look forward to that happening�  The 
Minister of State, Deputy O’Donovan, said that there is a number of people involved and there 
may be an opportunity for some of those people to be involved, depending of the make-up and 
structure of the meeting, if appropriate�  It is essential that the Oireachtas representative and 
members of the municipal district attend the meeting, which I hope will take place�  The Sena-
tor referred in his contribution to a very unusual, although not unique, situation�  He began by 
talking about a disappearing lake but, as he went on, he was talking about an expanding lake�  
It is very unusual that a lake would be disappearing for decades but is now starting to expand�  



Seanad Éireann

466

That is due to climate change issues and is a very particular scenario�  I look forward to work-
ing with the OPW, the council, public representatives and the families involved on this scheme�

01/10/2020N00200Senator  Eugene Murphy: I will not labour my point any further�  I thank the Minister of 
State for a very open and frank exchange on the issues I have raised�  It is good to know that 
a meeting will take place�  There are two things that should be borne in mind�  First, the lake 
continues to expand, by 4 ft in one year, despite all that has been done to address the problem�  
Second, I know it is a peculiar argument to make but the reality is that because the lake is as-
sociated with a SAC, the flooding has led to the destruction of flora and fauna.  Unless we can 
get some way around this issue and do something extraordinary, we cannot act on what is hap-
pening�  The SAC aspect is a major issue�  We have an extraordinary situation of a lake that used 
to disappear but is now expanding and we cannot get a solution to it�

01/10/2020N00300Deputy  Sean Fleming: I thank the Senator for his closing comments�  He has highlighted 
the difficulties in regard to the SAC.  The most important concern is the people living in family 
homes, the farmers and the landowners who are directly affected, as well as the environmental 
issue�  I thank the Senator for raising the matter�

01/10/2020N00350Covid-19 Pandemic Supports

01/10/2020N00400Senator  John Cummins: I welcome the Minister of State to the Chamber�  The Covid-19 
crisis has had a devastating effect on many thousands of companies and employees throughout 
the State.  To assist with the dramatic fall-off in revenue, the previous Government approved 
the introduction of the temporary wage subsidy scheme, TWSS, which has had a hugely posi-
tive impact in keeping employees linked with their companies and providing much needed cash 
flow support for companies to enable them to continue to trade through what has been, and 
continues to be, an exceptionally difficult time.  Since its introduction, more than 65,000 firms 
have availed of the TWSS�  That amounts to almost one third of all employers, according to 
the 2019 figures.  More than 660,000 jobs have been directly supported over the period, with a 
value of payments made to date in excess of €2�8 billion�

On 1 September, the TWSS was replaced by the employment wage subsidy scheme, EWSS, 
with payments being made at two flat rates of €203 and €151.50 per employee, depending on 
gross weekly pay�  No subsidy is paid for employees earning below €151�50, which I will deal 
with presently�  One of the main advantages of the EWSS over its predecessor is that it is open 
to new employees.  Under the TWSS, companies that had to hire additional staff to meet re-
quirements of social distancing and enhanced cleaning rotas did not have access to support�  I 
acknowledge this change, which certainly is a huge step in the right direction�

However, unlike its predecessor, under which payments were made promptly within the 
week in which the claim was submitted to Revenue, the EWSS is paid on a monthly basis�  This 
is having a negative effect on the cash flow of SMEs throughout the country because it can 
take between four to six weeks to get a refund of moneys owed under the scheme�  In my own 
county of Waterford, I recently met representatives of Dungarvan and West Waterford Chamber 
of Commerce and local publicans who expressed to me in the strongest terms possible that the 
changes are having a detrimental impact on cash flow and resulting in the forced closures of 
some businesses and the early laying off of seasonal staff in others.  Many businesses, particu-
larly in the tourism and hospitality sector, are operating with a reduced capacity and a reduced 
turnover but the same outgoings.  The lifeline offered by the EWSS is critical but if refunds 
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are only being paid on a four to six-week basis, then one must question whether the scheme is 
having the desired effect of assisting with the cash flow of businesses.  As the Minister of State 
is aware, many people in that sector are paid on a weekly basis and businesses are being put on 
the back foot due to delays in payments�  This matter needs to be addressed urgently�  To put it 
plainly, if it was not broken, why did Revenue and the Department try to fix it?

On the employees who are below the €151.50 threshold, and the fact that no flat-rate sub-
sidy is available to them, these are employees who are perhaps students who are availing of 
weekend work in small companies�  Those companies that are giving the students the bit of 
work are effectively being penalised because they are not reaching the €151.50 threshold.  Per-
haps the Minister of State could take on board the possibility of introducing a third subsidy at a 
lower rate of €75 to assist in those companies which only have employees on that rate�

01/10/2020O00200Deputy  Sean Fleming: I thank Senator Cummins for raising this issue, which, as he point-
ed out, is a significant one for many smaller businesses due to the cashflow implications.

The EWSS is an economy-wide enterprise support that gives a flat-rate subsidy to qualify-
ing employers to preserve the link between employee and employer and to support the firm’s 
viability insofar as is possible.  The design of the EWSS reflects the changing environment 
around the Covid-19 pandemic which has shifted from crisis mode to one of living alongside 
the virus, in line with the recently announced Resilience and Recovery 2020-2021: Plan for 
Living with COVID-19�  It important to emphasise that the EWSS is a subsidy to the employer, 
unlike TWSS, which was an income support to the employee paid via the employer�  The pay-
ment under the TWSS was listed on the person’s payslip�  Some people did not like the stigma 
of that on their payslips, but it was there to show that it was coming directly to the employee�

The EWSS is a lump-sum grant to the employer based on the number of employees who 
qualify�  It is not geared to any particular employee�  It is based on the number of employees�  
A company may submit that it has two staff in a category or ten or 50 employees in a category, 
as the case may be�  It is a subsidy to the employer to keep the business open and to maintain 
links with the employees�  In that situation there is no direct reference on any of the payslips for 
employees in that situations because it is not based on the individual employee situation, it is 
based on the employer’s overall position�

As the Senator has mentioned, the timeline of payments under the EWSS has also moved 
into line with regular monthly payroll returns to Revenue, which has always been the case for 
companies dealing with the latter�  We had the shorter timescale because we were in the height 
of the emergency with many more people on the pandemic unemployment payment and the 
TWSS payments�  It was essential that we had emergency payments on a weekly basis�  Having 
to make returns weekly increased administrative work for all the businesses involved�  Now we 
are trying to get to living with Covid in the longer term, and trying to get employers back to the 
ways they have always operated in making monthly returns to Revenue�

When businesses make their returns to Revenue on the 14th of the month following their 
payroll payments they generally get the subsidy payments turned around within two days of 
receipt of the payroll submission, which is the 16th of the month�  Depending on the pay date 
used by the employer it may be as short a turnaround as 16 days but it could be up to six weeks 
in some cases, which is the crux of the issue�  Those companies with monthly payrolls have the 
two week period delay�  Where it had been a weekly payment, now it depends on the start of the 
employer’s pay date�  As of 30 September, some 37,165 employers had successfully registered 
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for the scheme�  There was a look-back at seasonal entrants and new employments, with 2,700 
people who were not eligible under TWSS now in receipt of the EWSS payment�  This is an 
improvement for new hires or seasonal workers back in the scheme�  I would consider this to 
be a benefit.

There are various grant schemes that could help the cashflow of smaller businesses, includ-
ing the restart scheme and the restart grant plus scheme�  The Senator referred to the tourism, 
hotel and hospitality sector�  The stay and spend scheme is in operation from today�  I advise 
everyone in a locality, if he or she cannot travel to another county, to get out in a county where 
it is safe to do so and spend money in a restaurant with his or her family at the weekend�  This 
would create extra business at local level�  Revenue will provide a tax credit for those people 
next year�

01/10/2020P00200Senator  John Cummins: I appreciate the Minister of State’s response, but I would like 
him to consider those sectors with particular cash flow issues, namely, tourism and hospitality.  
People in those sectors are mainly paid on a weekly basis�  While I appreciate that people who 
are paid on a monthly basis are not facing this scenario, the very businesses that we are trying 
to assist have a cash flow issue and are citing this as a major concern.  I ask that the matter be 
addressed�  Businesses are willing to put the extra work in on the payroll side if Revenue can, on 
the other side, pay on a weekly basis, as was the case with the temporary wage subsidy scheme�  
This issue needs to be addressed�  Otherwise, more situations will arise than have been outlined 
to me in my county of Waterford�  Yesterday, the Chawke Group cited this issue as one of the 
major reasons for laying off 300 staff.  I urge the Minister of State to take it seriously and ad-
dress it as urgently as possible�

01/10/2020P00300Deputy  Sean Fleming: I thank the Senator�  He hit the nail on the head in everything he 
said.  There is a cash flow implication.  It is a good scheme for many people, but for businesses, 
the cash flow crisis could be fatal.  It is important to remember that.  While I am not in a posi-
tion to give a commitment, we will ask Revenue to examine the scheme’s operation�  Revenue 
will quickly see the scale of the payments it will make every month or so versus the scale when 
they were being made on a weekly basis�  If some operational measure can be introduced, we 
will ask about it�

I have spoken to the Ministers for Finance and Public Expenditure and Reform about the 
issue this week.  They are aware of the difficulties.  Cash is king.  People do not look at their 
profit and loss when they go into work every morning.

01/10/2020P00400Senator  John Cummins: Exactly�

01/10/2020P00500Deputy  Sean Fleming: They want to know what they have in the bank account and who 
they can pay this week�  I understand that�  Although it does not mean there is a solution, we are 
fully aware and are examining the matter carefully�

01/10/2020P00600Senator  John Cummins: I thank the Minister of State�

01/10/2020P00700Teachtaireacht ón Dáil - Message from Dáil

01/10/2020P00800An Leas-Chathaoirleach: Dáil Éireann passed the Forestry (Miscellaneous Provisions) 
Bill 2020 on 30 September 2020, without amendment�
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  Sitting suspended at 11.43 a.m. and resumed at 12.15 p.m.

01/10/2020W00100Forestry (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 2020: Motion for Earlier Signature

01/10/2020W00200Senator  Martin Conway: I move:

That, pursuant to subsection 2° of section 2 of Article 25 of the Constitution, Seanad 
Éireann concurs with the Government in a request to the President to sign the Forestry (Mis-
cellaneous Provisions) Bill 2020 on a date which is earlier than the fifth day after the date 
on which the Bill shall have been presented to him�

Question put and agreed to.

01/10/2020W00400Aviation Industry: Statements

01/10/2020W00500An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I welcome the Minister of State to the House and I warmly con-
gratulate her on her appointment�  If she will pardon the pun, she has hit the ground running�  
She is so enthusiastic about this and she is doing a great job�  We look forward to her statement�

01/10/2020W00600Minister of State at the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport  (Deputy  Hilde-
garde Naughton): I am delighted to be here today as it is my first time to address the Seanad 
since I served as a Senator�  I wish all Members who have this great honour of serving here well�

I am delighted to have the opportunity to update the House on aviation matters in general 
and on what the Government is doing to support Irish aviation during this unprecedented cri-
sis�  As an island nation, Ireland is particularly dependent on air connectivity, both socially and 
economically�  Aviation plays a critical role in our economy�  It is essential for tourism, export 
businesses and foreign direct investment�  Successive Government policies have recognised 
this and have particularly pointed to Ireland’s reliance on international connectivity to secure its 
competitive position internationally�  Due to the coronavirus, however, global civil aviation is 
currently experiencing its most challenging crisis ever, more challenging than 9/11 or the global 
financial crash.  At the peak of the crisis, traffic movements in Europe were below 2019 levels 
by more than 90%�  Passenger numbers were estimated at just 1% of pre-Covid-19 numbers�  I 
would like to take this opportunity to express my appreciation for the role the aviation sector, 
airlines and the leasing sector played in facilitating the supply of personal protective equipment, 
PPE, for the HSE from around the world at this time.  While some traffic returned during the 
summer months to countries where travel and border restrictions were eased, this appears to 
have stalled while many European states implement new measures to deal with the now increas-
ing numbers of Covid-19 cases�  Several forecasts across the airline sector do not anticipate 
global capacity returning to 2019 levels before 2023 or 2024�  

The question of when aviation business might be able to resume in a meaningful way is 
clearly linked to the evolution of the coronavirus, ongoing travel restrictions and advice, con-
sumer confidence and the economic outlook more generally.  Current estimates predict that 
airport passenger numbers this year will be just 25% of 2019 numbers�  The scale of this decline 
is having a severe financial impact on airlines, airports and associated businesses in the aviation 
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sector�

In order to assist businesses and protect employment, the Government acted early in the 
Covid-19 crisis, introducing wage supports in the form of the temporary Covid-19 wage sub-
sidy scheme and then the employment wage subsidy scheme�  These schemes provide direct 
assistance to employers to keep staff on the payroll.  Some aviation workers may also be en-
titled to short-time work supports�  In addition, the Government put a comprehensive suite of 
generalised supports in place for companies of all sizes, including those in the aviation sector�  
Companies can avail of grants, low-cost loans, commercial rates waivers and deferred tax li-
abilities�  Larger companies, including those in the aviation sector, can apply for liquidity sup-
port through the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund’s pandemic stabilisation and recovery fund�  
All of our airports are benefitting from the generalised supports which I have outlined here.  In 
addition, Shannon Airport has been provided with an emergency grant of more than €6 million 
to complete its hold baggage screening project, a safety and security requirement under EU 
regulations� 

The Government has taken strong and targeted action to support regional airports�  Our re-
gional airports are also benefitting from the range of Covid-19-related Government measures I 
have outlined�  Donegal Airport, Ireland West Airport Knock, Kerry Airport and Waterford Air-
port are being supported under the Government’s regional airports programme�  This year these 
airports are receiving approximately €6 million in Exchequer grants for both capital and current 
expenditure�  Regional connectivity also continues to be subsidised through public service obli-
gation, PSO, air services between Dublin and the regional airports of Donegal and Kerry, with 
more than €7 million being provided to support these services in 2020�  A new regional airports 
programme for the five-year period starting in 2021 is also being finalised.  I expect this to be 
published before the end of this year� 

These supports notwithstanding, our airlines and other aviation stakeholders have had to 
make several difficult decisions in order to best ensure their long-term commercial viability.  
These decisions have included consideration of redundancies, staff lay-offs and the potential 
closure of operational bases, and have all been taken in response to the significant reduction in 
their operations�  Industry has also introduced shorter working schemes, which have reduced 
hours worked and pay received by their staff.  Clearly, in the midst of a global pandemic and 
faced with restrictions on non-essential international air travel, the airline sector serving Ireland 
will be considering the viability of many of its existing routes�  In the circumstances it is an-
ticipated that the level of connectivity during the forthcoming winter season will be lower than 
last year.  Route schedules for the winter season at Irish airports have not yet been finalised by 
the airlines serving the Irish market�  However, it should be noted that any decisions by airlines 
regarding routes are commercial decisions of the companies concerned�  I would like to make it 
clear that this Government is committed to maintaining Ireland’s core strategic connectivity�  As 
an island, such connectivity is essential to us for export businesses and for foreign direct invest-
ment.  Further targeted financial supports to help reinstate connectivity and promote regional 
development and sustainability in the aviation sector are being considered by my Department�  
This will feed into the Government’s further plans to aid broader economic recovery, at the ap-
propriate time and remaining cognisant of prevailing public health advice�

The aviation recovery task force, which reported in July, set out recommendations for con-
sideration by Ministers and Government as to what needs to be done to assist the Irish aviation 
sector to recover from the Covid-19 crisis�  The task force report contains a number of recom-
mendations on how to support Irish aviation in two phases�  It recommended that measures to 
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sustain the industry for as long as travel demand remains suppressed be introduced, followed 
by measures to help stimulate a return to growth when the time is right�

The Government has already implemented several of the task force’s recommendations, in-
cluding the publication of safe air travel protocols�  In consultation with the European Commis-
sion, we have progressed a European slot rule waiver for airlines�  The wage subsidy scheme 
was also extended to April 2021�  The key to a meaningful recovery in the aviation sector, 
however, is to enable safe travel where the risk of contracting coronavirus from travel is low�  
That risk can be mitigated through additional measures such as testing and travellers should 
have some level of certainty on the public health measures in place during their travel journey�

The European Commission proposal for a co-ordinated approach to the restriction of move-
ment offers a way forward in this regard.  As part of its medium-term Covid recovery roadmap, 
the Government took the decision to broadly align with this EU approach to international travel, 
which is expected to be finalised at the meeting of the General Affairs Council on 13 October.  
With regard to countries other than those on the green list, the proposed EU approach would 
involve graduated requirements for testing for incoming and outgoing passengers�  

My Department is consulting the Department of Health and the HSE, as well as maritime 
and aviation stakeholders, to consider the possibility of introducing testing for Covid-19 in 
the context of international travel as an alternative to the general advice against non-essential 
travel�  Any testing regime would need to be consistent with public health requirements and 
cognisant of the resources and capacity for testing available in our health sector�  It is our hope 
that once the European common approach, which includes support for a testing regime, is 
agreed, the path ahead for aviation and travel will be clearer and we will have better visibility 
of what might still be needed to support the aviation sector in the medium term�

Aircraft leasing is playing a growing role in the world aviation sector with approximately 
40% of the world’s commercial airliner fleet currently being leased.  Ireland has become a glob-
al centre for the aircraft leasing industry, largely as a result of the skills developed during the era 
of Guinness Peat Aviation, the first truly global leader in this industry.  Ireland is now one of the 
largest international hubs for aircraft leasing and aircraft management activities�  The national 
aviation policy recognises the valuable contribution that the aircraft leasing and finance sector 
makes, both in its own right and in supporting other activities in the wider aviation sector such 
as maintenance, repair and overhaul�  The Government is committed to maintaining and build-
ing on Ireland’s attractiveness as a base for leasing and finance and to creating the conditions to 
grow employment in the sector�

I will say a few words on Brexit and sustainability, as these will be key issues for aviation in 
the period ahead, Covid-19 notwithstanding�  On Brexit, the Government continues to support 
EU negotiators in working towards a future relationship agreement with the UK, including for 
aviation�  We are seeking an agreement on aviation which protects Ireland’s connectivity to and 
through the UK and which allows for flexibility in commercial operations.  Aviation is just one 
part of the overall agreement, however and, as we know, significant gaps remain on key issues, 
in particular the level playing field, governance and fisheries.  These fundamental issues must 
be addressed to secure an overall agreement� 

Irrespective of the outcome of the ongoing negotiations, the end of the Brexit transition pe-
riod will bring changes compared with today and certain actions must be taken now to prepare 
for that change�  On 9 September, the Government published an updated Brexit readiness action 
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plan�  This plan supports and promotes the necessary preparations for the end of the transition 
period�  The plan includes a section on aviation, which gives advice to stakeholders on what 
they should do to be ready for the changes to come�  This readiness work is supported by a 
major national communications campaign under the “Getting Ireland Brexit Ready” brand�  In 
addition, officials in my Department remain in close contact with aviation stakeholders to sup-
port their Brexit readiness�

On sustainability, the Government is committed to reducing the impact of air travel on the 
environment, and fully supports the push towards a resource-efficient and sustainable industry.  
This is reflected in the current national aviation policy and in Ireland’s Action Plan for Aviation 
Emissions Reduction published in April 2019, which outlined a number of actions that will be 
taken over the coming years to reduce and offset the impact of air travel.  The European Green 
Deal has brought renewed focus to this work�  It outlines how climate change will be mitigated 
all over Europe and in all sectors in the coming years�  The EU aims to be climate neutral by 
2050 and reducing and offsetting aviation emissions will be a key part of this process.

I would like to take this opportunity to advise that I expect shortly to bring forward legisla-
tion to modernise and enhance the regulation of Irish aviation�  The primary aim of this legisla-
tion is to establish a newly independent safety, security and economic regulator, putting in place 
new structures that meet the requirements of EU law and that better reflect international best 
practice�  At present, Ireland has two aviation regulators: the Irish Aviation Authority and the 
Commission for Aviation Regulation�  The plan is to merge these two entities, strengthen their 
capacity, improve their consumer and industry interface, and position Ireland for the future as a 
leading place to do business in global aviation�  The text of the air navigation and transport Bill 
is expected to be ready soon, subject to Government approval, and I look forward to discussing 
it in more detail with Members of this Chamber when it comes before the House as part of the 
legislative process�

The Government has responded to the crisis affecting aviation and continues to do so.  I will 
continue to maintain close contact with airports, airlines and all aviation stakeholders in the 
period ahead to ensure that we can safeguard Ireland’s core connectivity, protect employment 
and position the sector to contribute to Ireland’s post pandemic recovery�

01/10/2020Z00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I call on Senator Dooley�

01/10/2020Z00300Senator  Timmy Dooley: I thank the Leas-Chathaoirleach and congratulate him on is recent 
appointment�  I cannot overstate the impact that the pandemic is having on the aviation sector 
and all the ancillary businesses surrounding it, such as hospitality, tourism and business life in 
general�  I can speak, with some level of experience, from the Clare perspective in the mid-west 
region, where Shannon Airport has been central to economic life for many generations�  The un-
expected fallout from Covid-19 has been devastating to the airport and the wider region�  It has 
been devastating for those who work in the airport and in the hospitality and tourism sector, for 
example, in hotels, guesthouses and tourist attractions like pet farms overlooking the Cliffs of 
Moher�  They have all been really impacted by the reduction in tourist numbers coming into the 
country, and we know why that is the case�  That is the context in which I make my comments�

We have work to do in the short term to address the significant fallout from the pandemic 
for employees of Shannon Airport.  Many of them are temporarily laid off or are back at work 
part time.  They are finding it impossible to meet their financial commitments, notwithstanding 
the temporary wage subsidy scheme, and are struggling to survive�  Workers had a standard of 
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living built up around expected income�  They are now under pressure which they never would 
have expected with mortgage repayments, education fees, car loans and all the normal expen-
diture�  I am not saying that they work in a protected sector, but the workers would never have 
experienced anything like this before�  There are people who have always known that they work 
in a precarious environment, but this is not the case with the employees of Shannon Airport�  It 
has been a bolt out of the blue for those working for the airlines and in the airport�

We must look at how we can assist these workers immediately, in recognition of the fact that 
aviation activity is not going to resume soon�  Earlier this week it struck me that we should try 
to find meaningful employment for airport workers in the short term.  I facilitated a meeting be-
tween senior management in both the HSE and the airport to ascertain whether staff temporarily 
laid off or in part-time work could avail of work opportunities in the HSE on the contact tracing 
side, if staff were prepared to do so.  Both officials from the HSE and the airport are working to 
see if that can happen�  Contact tracing work would be a small relief to some but we must think 
imaginatively as to how we can provide more assistance�

At some point there will be a vaccine or cure, so some degree of aviation activity will begin 
again�  We must ensure during the ramp-up period that airlines do not go for the easy touch and 
operate all of the services out of the main airport of Dublin because such a move would kill 
regional development and give us no chance in the west, mid-west or south to recover in that 
regard�  Even before the pandemic, the vast bulk of international aviation was going through 
Dublin�  Shannon was not even keeping pace with the growth in tourism and was on the back 
foot anyway�  We can debate the reasons that was the case and it would be an interesting debate�

The Minister of State has spoken about considering the future of regional airports and ana-
lysing where they sit overall and has stated we need to develop a policy�  Let us do all that but 
first we must address the crisis.  It is important that we provide certainty to the airports that we 
will stand behind them in this difficult time.  We must provide certainty to the airlines on key 
routes, which I believe the Minister of State referred to as “core routes” in her statement�  There 
will be a debate about that because not every route can be supported so we must consider the 
strategic routes�  I put it to the Minister of State that the principal business and tourism routes 
are Shannon to Heathrow in England and from Shannon to New York and Boston on the east 
coast of the United States�  People who live in my area will say that it is important to have sup-
port for the Shannon to Marbella route because they may have a holiday in the region�  I will 
not advance that argument but instead call for support to be given to the key routes that are 
important for tourism and business, thus giving  Shannon Airport, the airport of the mid-west, 
a chance to remain in existence during both this very difficult period and the really difficult 
time to come, when economic activity starts to ramp up again and when aviation resumes on a 
European and worldwide basis�

The Minister of State referred in her contribution to the PSO model that already exists for 
regional airports�  We will have to consider it again in terms of domestic and international avia-
tion links.  As she said, we are an island so it is not just flights within Ireland but key routes.  It 
will be a vexed debate but a necessary one because it is vitally important that we retain the key 
routes of connectivity into the region�

Regional development on the west coast had fallen behind�  Some of the investment in road 
infrastructure was challenging and for far too long, we had been taking a backwards step in not 
giving more attention to developing the airfield.  From a Shannon point of view, the focus of 
the Shannon Group, which is an amalgamation of the old Shannon Development properties, 
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the airport and the tourism business, was on how well the property side was going�  There was 
a failure to recognise that the airport is the driver of so much activity�  The airport ensures that 
American golfers and tourists come here�  These visitors walk along the Wild Atlantic Way, play 
golf along the western seaboard, stay in places like Dromoland Castle, the Clare Inn and many 
other hotels throughout County Clare�  In terms of tourism, hospitality and aviation, we now 
need to identify what has been lost and what can be retained and to provide support for that, as 
well as what will be the key building blocks for the recovery phase�  

There is another side, namely, the leasing business, which the Minister of State has talked 
about�  Shannon was one of the cornerstones of aircraft leasing in this country through Guin-
ness Peat Aviation, GPA, which went on to be a failed organisation�  However, GPA left behind 
the seeds of very significant growth for that sector and was ahead of its time.  As an entity it 
may not have been successful but it was a huge impetus for the development of the sector and 
industry in Ireland, which benefited the region.  We need to consider ways to support the sector 
through this very difficult time whether that is through taxation measures or whatever.  I am 
conscious that people in that sector were involved in that forum and have ideas about it� 

The Minister of State has noted that we are going to sign up to the European measures that 
are being introduced�  It is really important that we do that�  Some countries have indicated a 
desire to opt out�  We need to fully opt in�  For our own sake we must be at the forefront of ac-
cepting those measures and ensuring pan-European standards are met�  Opting out of certain 
measures would be harmful�  It is very clear from all the evidence emerging from the National 
Public Health Emergency Team, NPHET, and elsewhere that Covid-19 will be with us for a 
considerable period of time�  We will have to quickly pivot towards re-establishing economic 
activity.  We must have parallel strategies to manage our economy as effectively as we can 
while limiting the spread of the virus to the greatest extent possible�  There is a gamut of voices 
in the media, including medical professionals�  The other night I listened with some amazement 
to one commentator who said we could suppress the virus completely if we all retreated into 
bunkers and let no-one into or out of the country�  That thinking must be challenged vigorously, 
because such a course would be devastating for our economic life and the mental health of most 
people in this country�  We must be very careful about that, but that debate is for another day�

01/10/2020BB00200Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  It is a great 
honour to have a fellow Galwegian here�  I am sure Galway is very proud of Deputy Naughton’s 
elevation to a ministerial post�  We are very lucky to have someone of her talent taking on the 
job�

Covid-19 has devastated the international air transport industry, but it has also highlighted 
some of the grave errors in transport policy that have been made in recent times�  I remember 
sitting in this Chamber when we were discussing selling off Aer Lingus.  My colleague at the 
time, the then Senator Sean Barrett, was devastated that we were selling off the national airline.  
It is even more devastating to find that our two national airlines, Ryanair and Aer Lingus, began 
this crisis cash-rich and will finish it cash-poor.  That will impact airline transport and connec-
tivity in this country for aeons to come� 

The other gaping hole in transportation policy is the lack of local representation on the 
boards of airports and harbours�  The people on the ground know what is happening and can 
see the needs of local communities�  Those needs are discussed by Deputies and Senators in 
these Houses when they should be debated and worked on by county councils�  These things are 
becoming clear as this crisis goes on� 
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The Minister of State also mentioned our indebtedness to the pilots and crew who flew to 
China to bring PPE back to this country�  I am extremely grateful to them and very proud of the 
work they did�  However, the downside of that story is the fact that our Defence Forces are one 
of the few armed forces in Europe with no heavy airlift capacity�  For our Air Corps to be left 
without that capacity is a crime�  We contract out air ambulance services�  Perhaps we should 
look at these issues right now and see how we can use our resources to overcome them� 

There are two aspects to the aviation supports we are talking about�  We have to maintain the 
airline companies I have been speaking about and the air leasing capacity for which this country 
has built a phenomenal international reputation�  However, as a former trade union leader my 
heart must be with the workers on the ground, who have seen their incomes slashed and see no 
prospect of returning to any kind of work in the future.  Their situation is no different to that of 
any of the workers in the hospitality industry who have been laid off but some of these people 
were earning massive sums as pilots and so on and suddenly find themselves on €300 a week.  
The airline sector is suffering desperately and the workers within it are suffering even more.  I 
welcome Senator Dooley’s suggestion of offering alternative employment commensurate with 
the Covid crisis, such as employment in contact tracing and so on�  Perhaps we can look at 
something in that regard�

We need to maintain routes�  If that means sending an empty aircraft once a week on some 
of the routes that are not now being serviced, perhaps that is something we should do�  Perhaps 
we could look outside the box�  I was speaking to my colleague, Senator Byrne, about opening 
direct routes from Rosslare, Cork and Waterford to the heart of Europe�  While we wait for that 
to happen, there may be an opportunity to replicate what happened in Berlin in the 1960s and 
organise a direct airlift into Europe�  We could utilise aircraft that are sitting on the ground to 
support the import and export industry and to build new routes in that respect which do not in-
clude the United Kingdom because we are clearly going to have difficulties going through that 
jurisdiction.  As we speak about strategic connectivity, we have an opportunity to fly directly 
into the heart of Europe to facilitate imports and exports�  We should look at this rather than 
leaving aircraft on the ground�

I wish the recovery task force well but we are dealing with an open-ended crisis�  Nobody 
knows when it will end�  I acknowledge that the Minister of State is putting in place a team, 
which will be up to speed and ready to grab any opportunity that arises to get the airline industry 
up and running as quickly as possible�  I appreciate her commitment to what she is doing�

I agree with Senator Dooley�  We have all seen comments on social media asking why we 
did not lock down Ireland, close all the ports and so on�  At the end of the day, we cannot af-
ford to lock down the country�  We need some sort of connectivity with the rest of the world, 
although it must be as safe as possible�  I would, however, like to see testing at airports im-
proved�  The other day, I was talking to people who had arrived back from Greece and I was 
rather shocked�  As they came through the airport, they were given some advice with respect 
to isolation but they have not been contacted since coming back to find out if they are okay or 
whether they have a high temperature or anything like that�  We have a bit of work to do on that 
side�  We also need rapid testing on site�  Tests for Covid are now coming online, which we need 
to examine�  We need to see if we can get access to those tests and use them�

I see what is happening in the tourism industry and the impact the airline industry’s situation 
is having on it�  I had great respect for what was happening in Cork in particular�  Cork Airport 
was dynamic in driving initiatives�  I am not from Cork and I have no geographical interest in it 
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other than that it is part of this island�  The work being done in Cork has been crashed into the 
ground as a result of Covid�  For many years we have been listening to people speaking about 
the work being done at Shannon Airport�  Again, Covid has set the airport back ten years or 
perhaps more�  

It is a matter of supporting and coming in behind the industry and putting in all of the re-
sources that are required�  I want to see aircraft in the air and I believe that, in looking at the 
idea of air routes for imports and exports, there is an opportunity to get people in the airline 
industry back to work and paid decent salaries�  I ask the Minister of State to look at the idea 
and to discuss it with her Cabinet colleagues to see if there is a way in which these routes could 
be looked at�  One of the problems with the land bridge, should Brexit go wrong, will be getting 
perishable goods to the heart of Europe in a short time�  As goods are delivered over there, I am 
sure others could come back.  We import flowers from Holland, for example.  While it might 
be an expensive way to do business, at least it would keep people employed in the industry, 
particularly pilots who need to keep their flying hours up.  It is important to keep them in the air.  
I also refer to the service staff, the maintenance staff and the airport staff.  I ask the Minister of 
State to go back to her Department and to the Cabinet and to suggest that we look outside the 
box to see how we can get more aircraft in the air and more people flying.  I thank the Minister 
of State again�  I am sure Galway is proud to have her sitting here�

01/10/2020DD00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I thank the Senator for his co-operation with regard to time as a 
good few Senators are offering.

01/10/2020DD00300Senator  Martin Conway: I also welcome Deputy Naughton to the House on her first of-
ficial visit as Minister of State.  I recall when she became a Senator in 2013.  Her rise has been 
spectacular but it has been grounded in humility�  It is the result of a sharp intellect and hard 
work�  I wish her all the best�  I know she will do a phenomenal job�  She has taken on a critical 
role at a very difficult time.

I listened to what Senator Dooley had to say and I find myself in agreement with most of 
his analysis.  I welcome the initiative in which he has engaged with regard to the HSE, staff 
at the airport and any marrying up that can be done with regard to contact tracing�  This is an 
extraordinarily difficult time for all staff in all the airports in this country.  Earlier I heard that as 
many as 5 million jobs may be lost in the aviation industry as a result of this pandemic�  That is 
a very sobering thought�  This is a worldwide problem but we are, of course, interested in our 
own patch�  

We are an island nation so aviation is extremely important to us�  We can be enormously 
proud of our tradition and heritage in respect of aviation�  To a large extent, we invented aircraft 
leasing�  Guinness Peat Aviation, GPA, was a groundbreaking, worldwide company although 
it was ahead of its time�  We can see the results of its work today in what Ennis businessman, 
Dómhnal Slattery, has achieved with Avolon and in what others have achieved in companies 
such as Genworth�  These companies are still operating�  I was speaking earlier to somebody 
who works in Genworth and there are more people who are not paying for the leasing of planes 
than people who are�  It is easy to count those who are paying these days and that is a worldwide 
problem�  It is the same in China, America and Russia and throughout the world�

I consider Shannon Airport to be the anchor tenant of the mid-west just as Dunnes Stores 
might be the anchor tenant in a shopping centre�  The region depends on it and, when it is not 
operating, the region does not operate efficiently or effectively.  Before Covid-19 emerged as 
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a problem, there were difficulties in Shannon.  Dublin passenger numbers were not capped so 
Shannon Airport was competing against a monster.  This was extremely difficult.  The effort 
made to gain independence for Shannon Airport in 2012 and 2013 was supported by industry 
and business representatives across the board�  As a matter of fact, Senator Dooley and myself 
were two of only a few voices from the region to register a cautionary note�  The word “objec-
tion” might be too strong but I certainly articulated a contrarian view at the time�  I could not 
see how Shannon Airport could compete against Dublin Airport as an independent entity unless 
it received enormous support from central government, which was not going to be possible�  
My concerns have been proven correct�  There could have been a sensible realignment of the 
airport’s position within the DAA group�  Cork did not decouple from the DAA, but it was 
performing well�  Obviously, it is facing challenges now and Senator Buttimer will speak about 
those in due course�

I welcome the fact that the Minister of State, her officials and the Department are reviewing 
the structure of Shannon Airport�  That is important�  We need a national aviation policy�  Con-
nectivity, particularly with Heathrow, is critical for Shannon�  I agree with Senator Dooley that 
we must keep business connectivity in mind�  We will each be lobbied about various holiday 
resorts around Europe, but that is not the priority�  What we want is quality connectivity, not 
yellow-pack connectivity�

We will have to undertake a root and branch review of, and rebuild, our aviation industry�  I 
am looking forward to clarity being provided on 13 October at the meeting in Brussels�  It will 
be important�  As an island nation, we need connectivity,  not just in our capital city, but along 
the west coast as well�  We need connectivity with Heathrow and the east coast of America�  We 
also need connectivity with hubs like Schiphol�

A great deal can be said�  As the Minister of State well knows as someone from Galway, 
thousands of people along the west coast are on a knife’s edge because they do not know 
whether they will still have a business as a result of Covid-19 or whether those involved in busi-
ness will have jobs�  The aviation industry, in particular Shannon Airport, has a critical role to 
play when we come to a post-Covid era, which I hope will emerge in the not-too-distant future 
thanks to vaccines�

I will make brief point on an issue that I have been raising with the Minister of State in 
recent months, namely, political representation on the Shannon board�  She has taken that on 
board�  Perhaps the representative could be an executive from a local authority in the region�  
Whatever future structure is being considered, though, there must be linkages with people who 
know tourism�  Clare County Council, in particular, has a fantastic record of building tourism 
numbers and products, for example, the Cliffs of Moher visitor experience.

01/10/2020EE00200An Leas-Chathaoirleach: The Senator has one minute remaining�

01/10/2020EE00300Senator  Martin Conway: The Leas-Chathaoirleach is a good timekeeper�  Clare County 
Council built the cliffs from 400,000 or 500,000 visitors per year to almost 2 million in 2019.  
That type of expertise will help to inform those of us in the region�  Whatever new structure is 
put in place in Shannon, the input must be balanced and professional and have the linkages that 
we need�

I wish the Minister of State all the best in what is a challenging, difficult but potentially very 
rewarding portfolio�
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01/10/2020EE00400Senator  Paul Gavan: The Minister of State is welcome�  It is nice to see her and I con-
gratulate her on her appointment�  Like me, she was a member of the eighth amendment com-
mittee�  I remember her as a constructive voice on that committee�  It is good to have her in her 
current role and I wish her well�

I will start with the point raised by Senator Craughwell concerning Aer Lingus�  It was a 
fundamental mistake to sell off the remaining stake in Aer Lingus.  Indeed, it was a fundamental 
mistake to sell off the company in the first place.  We have seen how our lack of leverage at this 
crucial time has played out�  We have seen the struggle that Aer Lingus workers have experi-
enced just to get social welfare supports from the company�

Last week, my colleague spoke to the Minister of State’s colleague about how the final stake 
in Aer Lingus had been sold off for €335 million.  That money was put into the Ireland Strategic 
Investment Fund, ISIF�  We have checked - only €90 million of that fund has been spent�  Clear-
ly, Aer Lingus will need a capital injection�  Should we not be actively considering retaking a 
stake in the company?  Instead of just throwing money at the company to keep it in Ireland, why 
do we not buy a stake?  We would get very good value right now and it would enable us to have 
a greater impact, not just in keeping the Heathrow slots in Shannon, but on the wider issue of 
climate change and how the company responded to same�  It would be the right time to do that�

A key theme that I will keep raising is the need for new thinking�  We are in an incredible 
crisis�  The Minister of State has outlined some of the supports available to airports, which are 
welcome.  She will know that there is a difference of opinion between Sinn Féin and the Gov-
ernment regarding the change from the temporary wage subsidy scheme to the emergency wage 
subsidy scheme�  It was a retrograde step and the support should have been continued�  How-
ever, I acknowledge that important supports are in place�  They are simply not enough�  Will the 
Minister of State say whether the Government is actively considering a stake in Aer Lingus?  I 
would encourage it to�

She mentioned the green list, which I will reference briefly.  We subscribe to the idea of a 
European green list, but we have a concern�  Ireland needs to be ready in terms of testing and 
tracing at airports when the list comes into place�  The Government has not as yet outlined 
its plans and preparations in that regard�  It would be a pity if, having subscribed to the green 
list, our resources were found wanting�  I take Senator Dooley’s point about trying to relocate 
people, but perhaps we need to prepare workers to come back in and help with the crucial test-
ing and tracing work, if possible�

  I hope it will not surprise the Minister of State that the key theme I wish to discuss is that 
of Shannon Airport, and not just because I am the only Limerick representative in the Chamber�  
Shannon has been poorly served by successive Governments�  I welcome Senator Conway’s 

comments on the major mistake - let us be clear that it was a mistake - made in 
separating Shannon�  I will provide clarity lest anyone believe it was not a mistake�  
Let us consider the importance of Shannon versus Cork�  Cork has its own con-

cerns, but its passenger numbers increased by 7�7% in 2016�  Shannon’s increased by 2%�  In 
2017, there was effectively no increase in Shannon whereas there was a 3.5% increase in Cork.  
In 2018, there was a 6�5% increase in Shannon versus 3�7% in Cork�  Last year, there was a de-
crease of 8% in Shannon�  In 2019, Cork had 2�5 million passengers and Shannon had 1�7 mil-
lion�  Cork is within the DAA umbrella whereas Shannon, as an independent airport, has failed�

  I am glad that we were on record at the time, and have been consistently ever since, that 

1 o’clock
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it was a major mistake to separate Shannon�  The workers in the airport and their trade unions 
have been clear�  At a recent meeting with the Minister of State’s colleague, the Minister for 
Transport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, they once again made the case for reintegrating Shannon into 
the DAA�  I am worried, though, because the Minister’s response to that key question for the 
workers and their families and for the future of the airport was that it would take two to three 
years to do so�  He stated that he honestly did not believe the Government would do it�  I appeal 
to the Minister of State and her colleague to engage in new thinking on this issue�  As I have just 
demonstrated through those figures, the current model is fundamentally broken.  This is not an 
issue of political ideology, but of common sense�  Shannon does not have the leverage to win 
deals with international airlines by itself�  It cannot compete with Dublin on its own, a point 
echoed by Senator Conway�

  The only way that we will rebuild aviation when the Covid crisis ends - please God, that 
will be next year - is through collective leverage�  This means reintegrating Shannon into the 
DAA alongside Cork�  It might also mean including Ireland West Airport Knock, given my 
concerns for its future as well�  We would use that collective leverage to ensure proper regional 
balance�

  Here is the stark fact�  The airport workers know it�  They have said it to me, as have the 
trade unions�  If there is not a fundamental change in policy and the Government does not 
recognise the folly of leaving Shannon as a stand-alone airport, those Heathrow slots will go 
in the next six months�  Shannon does not have the leverage to keep them�  Ryanair and Aer 
Lingus have threatened to close down for the winter entirely and we do not know whether they 
would come back�  However, we do know that the collective leverage of Dublin, Shannon, 
Cork and Ireland West Airport Knock would enable us to tell Aer Lingus that, although it could 
come back, it would have to ensure that, as it rebuilt its flights, it included Shannon and Cork.  
Without that, we will be left behind�

Without that, in the very same way we will not have enough leverage to keep those crucial 
flights to the east coast of America.

The review is ongoing for Shannon and to be honest, I do not understand why�  We know 
what needs to be done and one of the frustrations is that, to date, we really have not got any 
concrete answers�  In her speech today the Minister of State has referred to things we hope will 
happen in the near future but she did not deal with the crucial point on Shannon’s place within 
the airport network� I ask her to do that today, while taking on board not just my concerns but 
the concerns echoed by Senator Conway�  I know Senator Dooley is on record as having similar 
concerns and my colleague, Deputy Wynne, has been the clearest of all representatives in Clare 
saying that the current model is fundamentally wrong and that Shannon must be reintegrated 
into DAA�

I take no pleasure in saying we will all lose if Shannon continues to fail�  If the Minister of 
State and her colleague, the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, do not take issue on this matter and 
recognise what has not worked over the past seven years before reintegrating Shannon into the 
DAA structure, we will lose Shannon as an international airport�  That is not an exaggeration 
but it is a fact�  The Minister of State does not have to take my word for it�  She can speak to the 
workers at Shannon Airport or their trade unions and they will say this in the clearest possible 
terms�

I appeal to the Minister of State and other representatives across the west and mid-west to 
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echo my call to bring Shannon back into an integrated network of airports in order that we can 
use the collective leverage of all to ensure a future for Shannon and the west�

01/10/2020GG00200Senator  Rebecca Moynihan: I thank the Minister of State for coming in to address us 
today�  It is not an overstatement to say the growth of the airline and aviation industry in Ireland 
transformed our fortunes in the 1990s, particularly in regional settings�  We are a small island 
reliant on access to the outside world for our economic well-being and global and social con-
nections�

Covid-19 has put the aviation industry under major pressure.  It has surpassed the effect of 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, when we thought passenger numbers would col-
lapse�  This has come at a time of a perfect storm arising from the challenges of climate change 
and Brexit�  As the industry supports 4,000 jobs directly and 100,000 jobs indirectly, thousands 
of jobs are at risk as a result of the collapse in passenger numbers�

I will speak a little about workers in the aviation industry and particularly workers in the re-
tail sectors of airports, as I have not heard them included in this debate�  My colleague, Deputy 
Duncan Smith, has supported Estée Lauder workers in Dublin Fingal, where cuts have been 
made to the workforce and there have been enforced pay cuts and redundancies as a result of 
what they say is the changing retail environment�  These are good quality jobs that have existed 
in north Dublin and they are now under threat�

If the State is looking to subsidise airports and the aviation industry, that support must be 
somewhat conditional on ensuring that worker rights will be protected and workers will be able 
negotiate collectively�  Assets should also be protected if workers are being forced to take re-
dundancy, so we should not see a position like that which arose with Debenhams, where work-
ers have been fobbed off with statutory redundancy.

01/10/2020GG00300Senator  Paul Gavan: Hear, hear�

01/10/2020GG00400Senator  Rebecca Moynihan: We need both the State and stakeholders to work together to 
ensure airlines support these industries�  I am surprised that in the comprehensive address made 
by the Minister of State, she did not mention the potential kite flying by Aer Lingus of building 
some of its operations in the UK and bypassing Shannon in the process�  It looks like under the 
cover of Covid-19, Aer Lingus is moving to cost-cutting or savings measures by going to the 
UK�  I thought the Minister of State would have addressed the subject�

I echo the points made by my colleague, Senator Gavan, on the selling of our stake in Aer 
Lingus and privatising our national airline.  When we see the kite flying I have mentioned, it 
seems such a sale has left us in a position where we do not really have leverage�  A key ele-
ment such as transatlantic flights from Shannon could potentially move to the north of England 
and there is very little leverage for us to exercise with Aer Lingus�  We made that mistake and 
people pointed it out at the time�  The country has a small, open economy that is highly reliant 
on the aviation industry for connectivity and transformation�  We lost that key leverage�

I will not take the full eight minutes but I will leave the Minister of State with this point�  It 
is a key point to support the aviation industry and regional airports�  It is vital for regional de-
velopment�  Anything we do should be conditional on supporting workers�  It is inevitable that 
there will be some job losses because of the shock to the industry but we must ensure any State 
support given is on the condition that workers involved in the aviation industry or its connected 
retail sector in airports are protected�  They must not be left thrown out on the streets with just 
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statutory redundancy�

01/10/2020HH00200Senator  Róisín Garvey: It is great to see another strong woman from the west getting up 
the ranks�  I congratulate the Minister of State and look forward to working with her�  I have a 
few points on the aviation industry and road transport while we have her ear�  I am sure she is 
just as aware as everybody else in the room of all the problems so I will not waste time describ-
ing them�  Instead I will focus on some suggested actions and solutions�

I remind the Minister of State that we are in a climate crisis as well as a Covid-19 crisis�  
There are solutions to both that could be married�  Looking at the location of Shannon Airport 
and the length of its runway, we can bring in flights with 3% less carbon emissions than those 
which go to other airports�  It is something we should take on board, particularly if we are try-
ing to tackle the large fines we face from Europe because of our carbon emissions.  We have 
enough going on with Brexit and Covid-19 without having to pay fines for carbon emissions as 
well�  I ask the Minister of State to look into that and possibly use climate action as part of the 
argument for regional rebalancing�

Shannon Airport happens to be near the best place in the world in County Clare and it brings 
everybody to the Wild Atlantic Way, which has been a major success story for Ireland�  When 
tourists come to Dublin, they spend much time, money and carbon trying to come to the west, 
so through regional rebalancing we should bring them to places where tourists really want to go 
along the Wild Atlantic Way�  Shannon is the heartbeat of the entire region and there is no option 
to even think about the airport not surviving�  It must thrive into the future�

To that end, I am an optimist and I have faith in the survival of Shannon Airport�  Will the 
Government consider strongly the provision of a proper rail service to Shannon Airport from 
the Limerick to Ennis line?  It is approximately eight miles from Sixmilebridge to Shannon and 
we must look properly at that idea�  When we go abroad, we always expect to get a train from 
an international airport to a town so we should look at that option�  Let us be optimistic, look 
forward and consider this rail service for Shannon Airport�

I will also speak to developing the Shannon Estuary�  The transport of goods is part of the 
Minister of State’s remit and Moneypoint is closing, so we will be losing jobs in the west�  How-
ever, we could develop the estuary area as a shipping route for cargo�  I would like the Govern-
ment to consider this as an option as part of the just transition to replace some of the jobs that 
may be lost from fossil fuel industries�

We ship everything in Ireland with trucks�  This was best practice in the 1990s but we must 
reconsider this model�  Trucks are great because they carry large quantities of goods but they 
come with much danger�  Every year the Road Safety Authority spends much money advertis-
ing the dangers of blind spots that trucks have, instead of saying it is madness to have some-
thing that big and heavy driving around the country and especially some of our small rural 
roads�  Why are the cabins not being redesigned or why are we not considering giving limited 
access for trucks to cities and towns?

Our country was not designed for large trucks in city or town centres�  The best practice 
from Europe is for trucks to stop at the outskirts of towns and cities, with goods being offloaded 
to smaller vans�  Companies such as UPS and An Post have switched to using electric cargo 
bikes�  It is crazy to think we bring wide trucks on roads that are so narrow�  My town of Ennis 
has narrow streets and some have recently been pedestrianised but trucks are trying to turn or 
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deliver goods on them�  It is madness�  If one goes to other parts of Europe, where they have 
copped on to this, trucks are not allowed into such areas�  I feel really strongly about not al-
lowing trucks into our towns and villages because they are dangerous�  They serve a purpose 
coming from ports and I understand that�  A redesign of cabins must also be examined seriously 
because there have been so many road fatalities as a result of truck blind spots�  The Govern-
ment funds advertising on blind spots in trucks when really the cabins should be redesigned, as 
they were with buses�

I wish the Minister of State the best of luck in her new role�

01/10/2020JJ00200Senator  Malcolm Byrne: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  I had the good 
fortune to speak to her about ports this morning and am pleased to speak to her about airports 
this afternoon�  I share some of my colleagues’ concerns about us no longer having a stake in 
Aer Lingus at this crucial time�  I would remind Senator Moynihan, however, that the Labour 
Party supported the sale of the airline�  Indeed, the party lost its Deputy for Clare over the sale 
of Aer Lingus�  Another issue at the time concerned the price that was paid�  The value of Aer 
Lingus was significantly higher when the IAG group took it over.

I want to concentrate on our current challenges in terms of aviation policy�  As an island, we 
are very much dependent on connectivity by sea and air�  We are an open economy with a strong 
emphasis on tourism so we must maximise connectivity through shipping routes and airline 
connections�  Airports in recent years in Ireland have been particularly successful at expanding 
routes and increasing passenger numbers�  In the last 20 years the airline industry has been hit 
by three big crises�  After the 9/11 crisis there were issues around safety and people wanting to 
be certain it was safe to fly; in Asia the SARS crisis was a public health crisis which inhibited 
flying in that region; and after the financial crisis there were issues around the affordability of 
flying and the viability of airlines.  The reality is that the aviation sector is now facing all three 
of those challenges at the same time�  This does not even take into account the challenges men-
tioned by Senator Garvey around climate change and Brexit�  While there are projections from 
the industry that we will see a bounce back, with short haul bouncing back by around 2023 and 
long haul bouncing back by around 2025, in reality medium term capacity is going to be down 
by about 20% to 25%� 

The Government set up a task force on aviation which made a number of very solid recom-
mendations�  I would like the Minister of State to outline in her response how far the Govern-
ment has got in responding to the recommendations in the July report of the task force which 
was chaired by Mr� Chris Horn�  One of the key issues, as Senator Gavan and others said, is 
track and trace and I would cite Keflavik Airport in Reykjavik as being particularly successful 
in this regard�  Frankfurt and other airports have also been successful�  How far have we got in 
terms of ensuring that we have an effective track and trace regime at Irish airports?  

We need to instil confidence in people to get them flying again.  I welcome the fact that we 
are finally moving to the EU-wide traffic light system because the current system is a joke.  The 
green list, quite frankly, makes absolutely no sense�  Liechtenstein is currently on our green list�  
I have been there and it is a lovely country but there is no airport there�  One can only get to 
Liechtenstein via Switzerland or Austria, neither of which is on the green list�  Damage is also 
being done to our reputation�  If, for example, Portugal has Ireland on its green list but we do 
not have Portugal on ours, that damages our reputation�  The sooner we move to a common EU 
green list that makes sense the better�
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A question that will have to be faced at a European level, with a Europe-wide approach, is 
that of subsidising passengers in order to encourage people to fly again.  If we do not get pas-
sengers back flying, the next step will be bailing out the airports.  Our airports are profitable 
but only when they have passengers�  We have got to look at ways of increasing the number of 
passengers moving through airports�  While Brexit was mentioned by the Minister of State, she 
did not deal with one issue of major concern, which is the fact that UK will not be subject to 
state aid rules after 1 January 2021�  We can forget about the British Conservative party in the 
era of Margaret Thatcher; the Johnson Government is very much about bailing out industries, 
particularly in areas with marginal Conservative seats�  There is no doubt that it will pump 
money into supporting industries in trouble, including airports�  At a time we are looking to 
maintain routes, never mind increasing them, Irish airports are going to be competing with air-
ports in Manchester, Birmingham and elsewhere in the UK�  At the same time, the UK will not 
be subject to state aid rules and the British Government will pump money into those airports�  
It is going to be increasingly difficult.  Colleagues mentioned transatlantic routes but if the UK 
Government starts to bail out airports, we need to put supports in place�  I look forward to the 
Minister of State’s response on that�

Finally, the aviation task force made a number of useful recommendations and I am in-
terested to know how they are being implemented�  We need both a short-term and long-term 
strategy in aviation policy�

01/10/2020KK00200Senator  Aisling Dolan: I welcome the Minister of State, who is representing Galway and 
the west�  It is also great to see such able representation of the west by so many Senators�  The 
Minister of State has responsibility for international road transport and logistics�  I thank her 
and her departmental team for the level of detail provided to the House today�  Indeed, the detail 
and statistics that have been given are shocking�  I recall running for the local elections last year 
and speaking about the fact that 32 million passengers had been through the airports in Ireland 
at that time and that we had a lot of disposable income in our country�  I talked about the impor-
tance of tourism to our country and of driving it for the west�  At the end of 2019, a total of 38 
million passengers had gone through Irish airports but today the figure is 1% of that total.  The 
impact of Covid-19 and the crisis that has hit the sector is shocking and difficult to comprehend.

All of this highlights how we have taken things for granted�  In the 1980s, we used to think 
of airports as places to go to emigrate�  Luckily the progress we experienced in more recent 
decades meant that people were going to airports two or three times a year, taking flights for 
weekend breaks or summer holidays�  Airports were also so important for business and industry�  
Consumer confidence is crucial to this sector.  As an island nation, we take air travel for granted 
but we must remember the importance of competition that was introduced with the arrival of the 
likes of Ryanair.  Prior to that Aer Lingus had a monopoly and flights were incredibly expen-
sive�  We must ensure that the aviation sector maintains its competitive nature in the time ahead�  

The Minister of State realistically forecasts that it will be 2023 or 2024 before air travel 
returns to pre-Covid levels�  In that context, long-term investment will be required for the 
sector�  The Government has put Covid-related supports in place in many areas, including the 
wage subsidy scheme, the deferral of commercial rates, low-cost loans and so on but aviation 
needs long-term supports out to 2023 or 2024�  How do we support the sector in maintaining 
more than 40,000 jobs and surviving the challenges it faces?  In terms of FDI, multinationals 
in Ireland support in excess of 250,000 jobs�  IDA Ireland is trying to conduct site visits online 
at the moment�  How will the authority get investment across the line after initial online visits?  
It will be through bringing people into the country�  In that context, how do we ensure that we 
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maintain core connectivity on the routes to which the Minister of State referred, namely to Eu-
rope, the USA and other key airports that are crucial to FDI in Ireland?  We look forward to the 
development of a vaccine, with the potential for successful clinical trials in 2021�  Our testing 
capability has increased�  I welcome the news in the Minister of State’s report that testing in air-
ports is being looking at, hopefully in the short term, to ensure that non-essential travel can be 
allowed in line with European guidelines.  That too will be down to consumer confidence.  We 
have to ensure the survival of this sector and we have to do that in a way that maintains safety�  
That will involves testing and maintaining consumer confidence.  The role each country plays 
in keeping the R number down is crucial�

I ask the Minister of State for more information on the core connectivity routes�  Perhaps an 
official in the Department will be able to come back to me on that at another stage.

On the regional airports, I was pleased to hear the Minister of State speak about the five-
year plan for regional airports that she will be working on�  This is important for us in Galway 
because we do not have an international airport�  We depend on Ireland West Airport Knock and 
Shannon Airport�  It is crucial for the multinationals, including the medical technology, health-
care and life sciences companies in the Galway city area, which impact on the regional and rural 
areas of counties Roscommon, Galway, Mayo and Sligo�

Ireland West Airport Knock is located in a region in transition in the west�  Region in transi-
tion status means GDP per capita in the area in question is between 75% and 100% of the EU 
27 average�  I am curious to know what other supports have been put in place for Ireland West 
Airport Knock as part of that EU region in transition designation�  It is great the airport has 
confirmed it will carry out pre-flight coronavirus tests as part of a proposed EU system.  From 
what I understand, the system will be agreed with other member states and approved by EU 
foreign ministers next month�

I thank the Minister of State and wish her all the best in her new role�

01/10/2020LL00200Senator  Eugene Murphy: I will not take up five minutes to allow other Members to have 
their say�  Aviation has been crushed by what I call the big C, namely, Covid-19�  We all realise 
that we have to be careful, stick by the rules and regulations and fight Covid but we need to 
bring into this debate a message of living with the virus while being careful�  For this reason, 
it is good the Minister of State is here and we are discussing the aviation sector�  Coming from 
the west, she is committed to our regional airports�  There is no doubt about her commitment 
in that respect�

I fully support Shannon Airport�  Our regional airports, in particular Ireland West Airport 
Knock, are vital arteries in the economies of the west and north west�  They are used by people 
coming and going on holiday and a significant number of workers use them to get to and from 
work�  These workers are vital to our economy�

I take my hat off to the manager of Ireland West Airport Knock, Mr. Joe Gilmore, and his 
staff.  They have been brilliant and they reflect what that airport is all about.  I mention Monsi-
gnor James Horan, who took the initiative many years ago and was told by the State that the site 
at Knock was nothing more than a foggy and boggy plateau and nothing would ever come of it�  
As the Minister of State and Senators know, the airport at Knock has become one of the greatest 
developments on our island�  It has been phenomenal in providing a vital link for the west�  That 
is why we need supports for the aviation sector, particularly Ireland West Airport Knock�  The 
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sector also needs financial support.  People say the Government needs money for everything 
and ask where it will get money but if we do not get aviation  up and running, the revenue lost 
from tourism will have a huge effect on the economy.  That will not only be the case in 2021 and 
2022 but it will go on for years.  We must give the aviation sector financial support, we must 
improve testing at our airports and we must ensure that we have a plan going forward�

I point out to Members that Roscommon, Mayo, Galway, Sligo and Leitrim county councils 
put forward €8 million in recent years to support that airport�  That shows the commitment that 
exists for the airport and it shows how vital it is�

01/10/2020MM00200Senator  Jerry Buttimer: Déanaim comhghairdeas leis an Aire Stáit as ucht a ceapachán.  
This is an important debate that transcends party politics and Members should be having a roll-
ing debate on it because this is not just about the airlines or airports but is about the workers and 
the connectivity of the island of Ireland�

The option of testing does not just need to be explored but it needs to be expedited as a mat-
ter of urgency�  There cannot be any more questions about testing�  There must be testing in our 
airports�  We have all concluded and agree that connectivity is critical to us as an island nation�  
The Minister of State spoke about our success as a country being reliant on international con-
nectivity�  Now that we are living with Covid-19 and hopefully post Covid-19, that is absolutely 
crucial�  We all accept that there must a cautious approach and that public health must be at the 
forefront of what we do�  Even if we take Dr� Cillian De Gascun’s comment that 30% of testing 
at airports gets missed or is wrong, however, that still leaves us an option�  It is not about when 
aviation resumes but it is that aviation must resume and rapid testing must be part of that�

This morning, the managing director of Cork Airport said in an interview that preflight test-
ing is essential if we are to save tens of thousands of jobs and he asked how we are to live for 
the next two years until a vaccine is made available�  From a Cork perspective, the routes to 
London Heathrow and Amsterdam are vital for connectivity�  I appreciate that the Minister of 
State visited Cork Airport�  I commend her on her proactivity and thank her for that, in her time 
as a Minister of State�  Cork Airport is a major hub airport�  It is Ireland’s second international 
airport and had been the fastest growing airport on the island of Ireland.  The figures speak for 
themselves�  There were 23,000 passengers this year compared with 239,000 last year�  Some 46 
routes operated in 2019 and 25 have operated this year�  That paints its own picture�  I will make 
the point I made in this Chamber before�  I have been in Cork Airport at least six times since 
this pandemic began to meet workers, management and ancillary staff.  Any Members who have 
used Cork Airport will fully understand my next sentence�  One can hear the wind whistling in 
the terminal building upstairs in the departures area�

RTÉ news had a report on Monday night on Dublin Airport�  There is no pun intended but 
one could land a jumbo jet inside of the concourse that is its departures area�  That is the magni-
tude of what the country is facing with its aviation sector.  I am not flying a flag for the airlines.  
I am flying a flag for our airports and for the workers who people have spoken about here, who 
have opted into a voluntary redundancy scheme, who have changed their work practices and 
who are now on 80% of their work time and are taking pay cuts�  Workers in airports have made 
their decision to keep the airports open and the management teams in the airports have worked 
night and day�  I commend the management teams and workers on and thank them for the work 
they have done up to now�

Pre-departure testing is critical.  The economy and people cannot stay cut off from the world 
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for the next two years�  Those are not my words, they are the words of the chief executive of 
Cork Airport this morning�  I made the point to the Minister of State yesterday on the Com-
mencement that Cork Airport requires operating expenditure, OPEX�  It is the only airport in the 
country which is not getting State funding in respect of its operations�  While I appreciate that 
there are demands and challenges which the Minister of State and her Department have to face, 
I am unashamedly speaking for Cork today�  There is no point in Cork having a Taoiseach and 
two Cabinet Ministers if they cannot deliver for Cork Airport as well�  I call on the Taoiseach, 
the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform and the Minister for Foreign Affairs to deliver 
for Cork Airport�  They have an obligation to support our airport and they must do so�

I appeal to the Minister of State in the context of Cork and also in the context of our aviation 
sector�  The Minister of State referred to Ireland being an island nation and spoke about con-
nectivity�  It is critical that we keep our airports open�  To those who say it is about the airlines, 
it is not�  What about the search and rescue missions that have taken place since 16 March?  
What about the patients who have had to go abroad for transplants and the body parts that had 
to be delivered for transplant?  What about the men and women who have been injured on our 
oceans in different ways and have had to be landed at an airport?  That is why our airports are 
being kept open�  It is critical�

There is a vacancy relating to Cork on the Dublin Airport Authority and it should be filled as 
a matter of urgency.  I will assist the Minister of State in filling that post, if she wishes, because 
there are very fine candidates from Cork who deserve to be put on the board. 

I thank the Minister of State for her proactivity�  She has been accessible and proactive, and 
has made great efforts.  I know she is struggling with different competing interests, like every 
Minister or Minister of State, but this is very important�  This is about our people�  It is about 
jobs, north, south, east and west�

01/10/2020NN00200Senator  Seán Kyne: I welcome the Minister of State�  As she and I know, a decade ago 
we lost our airport in Galway�  At the time, we did not imagine we would be facing a situation 
where there would be a possibility of losing Ireland West, Shannon or Cork airports, although, 
hopefully, that will not be the case�  Of course, the loss of Galway Airport at the time was based 
on the withdrawal of the public service obligation, PSO, as the new Galway to Dublin motor-
way opened�

Shannon, Ireland West and Cork are not just airports�  They are intrinsic to their regions 
and their counties and, in the case of Shannon and Cork, intrinsic to Limerick city and Cork 
city, respectively�  They provide much-needed employment to their areas and they provide con-
nectivity to the west, the mid-west and the south�  We know the foreign direct investment, FDI, 
sector is very important to Galway, Limerick and Cork�  If travel ever comes back, companies 
that are headquartered and based in the United States will again rely on access to meet boards 
and management in those areas, which is very important�

We need to grow these areas�  The Atlantic economic corridor, stretching from Donegal 
through the western counties, through Clare and Limerick and on to Cork, is something of 
which I am extremely supportive�  It is something we need to grasp and promote�  We need 
to connect the west and not allow it to be dismantled�  To be parochial with regard to Ireland 
West Airport, as Senator Murphy said, Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Mayo and Roscommon county 
councils and Galway city and county councils, on the basis of decisions they made, have a 
shareholding in the airport�  That is a positive stamp of approval in regard to the importance of 
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Ireland West Airport�

Last year, 2019, was a record one for the airport, which enjoyed growth of 5�4%, was served 
by Aer Lingus, Flybe and Ryanair and which added new routes from Germany�  The year 2020 
was forecast to be an equally strongly performing year but we know the impact of Covid�  Fly-
be, a long-term partner airline in Ireland West Airport, was hit and ceased trading�  The airport 
was closed from 30 March until 30 June and it is projected revenues for the year will decline by 
some €11 million, which will have a huge impact on the facility� 

We need to be bold and ambitious�  Senator Garvey spoke of the Shannon rail network 
connection, which I wholeheartedly support, but we first have to save the airport as we have to 
make sure there is an airport there to connect with�  I agree rail is something we need to look at 
but we need to secure the airport as well�  Transatlantic services are key to that, as is expansion 
to key tourist destinations in Europe�

In its communications, Ireland West Airport has called on the Government, in advance of 
next month’s budget, to commit to providing urgent supports to an expanded regional airports 
programme for the airport to address the extraordinary financial losses projected for 2020 as a 
result of the travel restrictions and the impact of Covid-19�  It wants to implement the recom-
mendations of the recently published aviation task force report for 2020, to which the airport 
was a member contributor, and put in place the appropriate financial supports with airlines to 
support and incentivise the restoration of critical air access into the west and north west�  It 
wants to adopt the European Commission’s traffic light system to open up international travel 
across Europe immediately, while ensuring a high level of human health protection�  This will 
facilitate the timely opening up of key markets for the airport, particularly in the UK, in a safe 
manner over the winter period�  

I agree with others that the green list has not worked and I think we need to adopt a Europe-
wide approach to our airports to secure their short-term future and, more importantly, their 
medium-term and long-term future�  We will get over Covid at some stage in the future but 
we do not want a situation where, when we finally get the all-clear and Covid either dies out 
miraculously or due to a vaccination programme, we have to come in here to ask why more 
supports were not provided for Shannon, Ireland West and Cork airports� 

I wish the Minister of State well in her role�  I know she will be a strong advocate at Cabinet 
for the airports in the west and south�  That support can and must be provided� 

01/10/2020OO00200Minister of State at the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport  (Deputy  Hil-
degarde Naughton): I thank Senators for their contributions�  I am acutely aware of the chal-
lenges and pressures for the airlines, the airports and those thousands of people working in the 
industry across the country, not to mention our reliance as an island nation on foreign direct 
investment and on ensuring we maintain connectivity�  The Senators can be assured that the 
Government and my Department are working very hard at a cross-departmental level in regard 
to the financial supports.  We could see that in the Government’s reaction at the outset of Covid 
in putting in place those supports�

With regard to the aviation task force, I outlined some of the measures�  I want to thank all 
of the contributors to the task force report, which is a very important piece of work that will 
contribute to the aviation sector�  As part of that, we have implemented the extension of the 
wage subsidies to April 2021�  We have published the national Covid health safety protocol for 
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air travel and the extension of the airport slots waiver for the winter season, which is critical�  It 
was recognised at a European level that we need to protect our slots and this was done by the 
European Commission�  We are working nationally and at a European level to try to open up our 
airspace and to do so with public health at the heart of all our decisions to make sure we can do 
this at a European level�  I wanted to outline those issues� 

I reiterate that aviation provides a large number of high-value jobs and generates many more 
in the wider economy, especially in the tourism sector�  As to the importance of Shannon Airport 
for the mid-west region, and the spin-offs that it provides, I agree with those who have spoken 
here today, such as Senators Conway and Dooley, that it is critical�  It is something that we are 
very much focused on at Government level�  

The current crisis is the most challenging the aviation industry has ever faced�  As I previ-
ously stated, the forecasts do not anticipate a return to 2019 levels of activity until 2023 or 2024�  
The question of when aviation business might begin to return in a meaningful way is clearly 
linked to the evolution of the Covid-19 virus and the ongoing travel restrictions�  The current 
estimate of airport passenger numbers for this year is at 25% of the 2019 levels, and there is 
continuing uncertainty ahead.  It is the uncertainty that makes it difficult to make decisions.  
The European Council meeting being held on 9 October 2020 will provide some clarity to the 
Government regarding the supports that will be needed beyond that date�  

Testing, and ensuring that we can do so in a robust way, where we are not compromising the 
capacity of the testing system in Ireland, is also very much at the forefront of our deliberations�  
Whatever plan we put into place has to be robust and stand up, and people must have confidence 
in it.  Many Senators have alluded to the confidence required for people to be willing to fly.

To assist businesses and protect employment, the Government acted early in the Covid 
crisis to introduce unprecedented measures of wage supports and other measures to assist busi-
nesses, including those in the aviation sector, such as airlines and airports�  These businesses 
were also able to avail of substantial Government support�  I have visited many airports since 
my appointment as Minister of State.  It was one of the first things I did throughout the summer, 
in order to get a real understanding of the issues at hand�  I must commend the work and dedica-
tion of the staff working in our airports and for our airlines.  It has been a very challenging time 
for them and they, like us, are grappling with uncertainty�  We must put in place life-support 
measures to sustain this industry, so that when there is a vaccine for Covid-19, the industry can 
get back up and running�

Mention was made today of the State and regional airports�  We all recognise the importance 
of connectivity for those coming from the west of Ireland, both socially and economically�  We 
must ensure that that connectivity continues�  I wish to reiterate that the Government is com-
mitted to maintaining Ireland’s core strategic connectivity�  We are all agreed that connectivity 
is essential for us as an island nation, for social reasons, for export business and for foreign and 
direct investment�  I refer to the regional airports, and perhaps some Members did not hear me 
when I spoke at the outset.  There has been significant funding in terms of capital and opera-
tional funding for our regional airports and I am working on a regional airports policy that will 
be announced at the end of this year.  It is a difficult time and I cannot set out exactly what the 
plans are�  We will have to see where we stand on 13 October, but the House can be assured that 
the Government is working proactively to try to ensure that the aviation sector remains viable�

I refer to the Shannon Airport Group and plans to reintegrate it into the Dublin Airport 



1 October 2020

489

Authority, DAA�  The request to place Shannon Airport on an independent footing came from 
the mid-west region�  Airports all around the world, for example those in Dublin and Cork, 
now find themselves in a difficult situation.  It is not just Shannon Airport alone.  They are all 
experiencing dramatic falls in passenger numbers�  Unlike Dublin and Cork airports, Shannon 
did experience a drop in passenger numbers in 2019�  However, that was largely due to factors 
outside its control such as, for example, the global grounding of the Boeing 737 Max�  Despite 
a very challenging aviation situation in 2019, Shannon Airport secured three new European 
routes which were officially launched in November 2019.  Unfortunately, because of Covid-19, 
those services could not go ahead�

Our national aviation policy recognises the strategic importance of Shannon Airport for the 
connectivity of the mid-west region and the Wild Atlantic Way�  Indeed, the programme for 
Government recognises the significant value of the aviation sector in supporting economic de-
velopment�  Despite Covid, Shannon Airport can stand on its own�  We are in an unprecedented 
global crisis and it is important that the Government looks at supporting them through this 
crisis�

Another issue that arose was the suggestion to purchase a stake in Aer Lingus�  If the Gov-
ernment did s, we would probably have to purchase a stake in the International Airlines Group, 
IAG, which includes British Airways and Iberia Airlines.  Qatar Airways currently holds a 
25% stake in IAG and this could be a complicating factor�  As a shareholder, it is unclear what 
influence we would have on the day-to-day affairs of Aer Lingus.  It would be difficult to get 
agreement with IAG to nationalise Aer Lingus as the group would have to reach an agreement 
on the sale of one of its subsidiaries�  Nationalisation is not as clear-cut as has been outlined in 
the debate�

I assure Senators that targeted support will be given to State airports, thus ensuring we have 
connectivity regarding the Cork, Shannon and Dublin airports and we will continue investing 
in regional airports, which is critical.  There is uncertainty and it is difficult for the Government 
to know the types of support and timing required�  As has been outlined, testing will form a 
critical part of that�  

Finally, I thank Senators for their contributions�  I look forward to coming back and working 
with them all in the future�

01/10/2020QQ00200Acting Chairman  (Senator  Victor Boyhan): I thank the Minister of State�  The House 
stands adjourned until 10�30 a�m� on Wednesday, 7 October 2020, in accordance with the order 
made by it on 30 September 2020�

The Seanad adjourned at 1�50 p�m� until 10�30 a�m� on Wednesday, 7 October 2020�


