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Dé Céadaoin, 19 Eanáir 2022

Wednesday, 19 January 2022

Chuaigh an Cathaoirleach i gceannas ar 2�30 p�m�

Machnamh agus Paidir.
Reflection and Prayer.

19/01/2022A00100Gnó an tSeanaid - Business of Seanad

19/01/2022B00100An Cathaoirleach: I have notice from Senators Lisa Chambers, Erin McGreehan, Fiona 
O’Loughlin and Catherine Ardagh that, on the motion for the Commencement of the House 
today, they propose to raise the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Justice to make a statement on the timelines for the pub-
lication and implementation of the new national strategy on domestic, sexual and gender-
based violence in light of the recent tragic killing of Ashling Murphy�

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

The need for the Minister for Justice to make a statement on her plans to restructure and 
additionally resource the Office of the Data Protection Commissioner.  

  I have also received notice from Senator Victor Boyhan of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine to make a statement on 
the current barriers on the importation of seed potatoes from the United Kingdom to the EU 
market� 

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

The need for the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage to make a state-
ment on his Department’s policy for local authorities to lease properties and the number of 
vacant properties currently owned by Limerick City and County Council�

  I have also received notice from Senator John McGahon 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 Dundalk, Blackrock south and Ardee flood relief schemes. 

  I have also received notice from Senator Regina Doherty of the following matter:
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The need for the Minister for Education to put arrangements in place for a hybrid model 
for the 2022 leaving certificate examination. 

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

The need for the Minister for Education to make a statement on the proposed location 
from September 2022 for Gaelscoil Áine, Drumcondra, Dublin 9�

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

The need for the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine to introduce a require-
ment that applicants for tree-felling licences be subject to a road condition survey�

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

The need for the Minister for Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media to 
clarify whether the new income based scheme for the arts, culture and performance sectors 
replaces the jobseeker’s arrangements�

  I have also received notice from Senator Marie Sherlock of the following matter:

The need for the Minister for Health to make a statement on the provision of funding in 
2022 to the north inner city drug and alcohol task force�

  I have also received notice from Senator Tim Lombard of the following matter:

The need for the Minister of State with responsibility for planning and local government 
to make a statement on the opening hours of public amenities, in particular the opening 
hours for Dunmanway municipal swimming pool in County Cork�

  Of the matters raised by the Senators that are suitable for discussion, I have selected 
those of Senators Chambers, McGreehan, O’Loughlin and Ardagh who will be sharing time, 
Malcolm Byrne, Boyhan, Gavan, McGahon and Doherty, and they will be taken now�  I regret 
I have had to rule out of order the matter raised by Senator Lombard as the Minister has no 
official responsibility in the matter.  The other Senators may give notice on another day of the 
matters that they wish to raise�

19/01/2022B00125Nithe i dtosach suíonna - Commencement Matters

19/01/2022B00150Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence

19/01/2022B00300Senator  Lisa Chambers: It is vitally important that at the first opportunity in this Cham-
ber we rise to our feet and raise with the Minister of State at the Department of Justice, Deputy 
Browne, the recent horrific and tragic killing of Ashling Murphy.  Our hearts go out to her fam-
ily, her partner, her friends and her community who are all grieving this loss�  As a nation we 
are heartbroken for the life stolen from Ashling, but as women we are furious that we are not 
safe in our communities�  That anger must now turn to action�  As a country we never want to 
see again something like this happen.  We must put an end to violence against women in this 
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country and all forms of it�

My question for the Minister of State is what is our Government’s plan?  Will he outline to 
us in this Chamber what specific actions he, his Department, and our Government will take in 
the coming weeks and months to put an end to violence against women in this country?

19/01/2022B00400Senator  Erin McGreehan: I welcome the Minister of State to the House�  In the few mo-
ments I have him, I wish to ask him what he is going to do�  Is he going to listen to women?  Is 
he going to listen to expert groups like Safe Ireland which has endlessly written reports such as 
No Going Back�  It would be great for the Minister of State, and for all the women of Ireland, 
if he would listen to organisations like Safe Ireland�  Before the Minister of State answers our 
questions, I ask him to think of the girls, the vulnerable women, the girls and the women we 
have lost in this country and the women and girls who are afraid to go out on the streets today, 
to go home or to go on public transport.  We do not need fancy words or plámás, or to be told 
that we will make things better.  We need action and tough action very quickly.

19/01/2022C00200Senator  Fiona O’Loughlin: We gather here today with a sadder and number sense of pub-
lic representation since the last day that we spoke due to the horrific murder of Ashling Murphy.  
We cannot and will not ignore what happened.  The women and men of Ireland came together 
in solidarity with the Murphy family and many of us attended vigils outside of Leinster House 
and all around the country last week�  All of those vigils were very moving�  The hurt, anger and 
sorrow was palpable�  Thousands of people had gathered but one could hear a pin drop�

As a person, I am horrified; as an aunt and friend to young women, I am frightened; as a 
woman, I am furious, but as a legislator, I am determined to respond.  We are privileged to be 
elected to this House to serve the people of this country and to act on their behalf.  What was 
so clear from the vigils around the country was the silent determination of the Irish people to 
no longer allow this to continue�  This must be our Veronica Guerin moment and must mark a 
distinct turning point in our history where we must ensure that the death of Ashling Murphy 
does not fade into the history books unanswered.  We have a duty in this House today to make 
it clear that we will act�

19/01/2022C00300Senator  Catherine Ardagh: Gabhaim buíochas leis an gCathaoirleach�  I stand today with 
colleagues and a nation in expressing my deep sympathy to the family and friends of Ashling 
Murphy.  As a nation we joined in the grief that the family, her friends and community suffered 
and I hope that that grief and the loss of her life will not go to waste�  As legislators in this House 
and as a House, we need to ensure we are at the very forefront of the discourse to ensure there 
is a cultural change in our society.  We need to discuss topics like consent, access to pornogra-
phy, looking at our model of education and whether same-sex schools are appropriate, ensuring 
domestic violence refuges are properly funded, and looking at a dedicated Ministry and Depart-
ment to end gender-based violence�  There are so many things that we can do in this House, 
not just purely from a legislative perspective but from commencing the discourse and leading 
civic society along to ensure we see a cultural change towards gender-based violence, as the 
Taoiseach said in the Dáil earlier.  It is incumbent on us as mothers, parents, aunties and uncles 
to ensure that our daughters and sons know how to treat each other equally and that it transpires 
down the road that we see this cultural change�  I join again with the family in expressing our 
deep sympathies to them�  Ar dheis Dé go raibh a hanam dílis�

19/01/2022C00400An Cathaoirleach: Glaoim anois ar an Aire Stáit.
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19/01/2022C00500Minister of State at the Department of Justice  (Deputy  James Browne): On behalf of 
the Minister, Deputy McEntee, who unfortunately cannot attend today, I thank the Senators for 
raising this very serious topic.  I know that the Minister has offered to come into this House as 
early as possible and at a date that can be agreed to make statements�

I want to begin by offering my sincere condolences to the family and friends of Ashling 
Murphy and her community as they mourn and grieve the loss of a much-loved and talented 
young woman�  Her funeral mass yesterday heard that her death had taken the life of a talented, 
loved and admired teacher and musician, but had since united the entire country in grief and 
support�

There is a real determination now that we must come together to demand zero tolerance of 
violence against women�  Along with her Cabinet colleagues, the Minister, Deputy McEntee, 
has been working on our new national strategy to tackle domestic, sexual and gender-based 
violence, and it will be published within weeks�  The goal of zero tolerance of violence against 
women is clear�  The new strategy recognises, however, that this is a problem that can only be 
solved by all of society and the Government working together and it is not simply a criminal 
justice issue�  The new strategy will be structured around four pillars or goals: prevention, pro-
tection, prosecution and co-ordination of policies�

The prevention goal, for example, involves working towards the eradication of the social 
and cultural norms - yes, among men - that underpin and contribute to gender-based violence�    
That means appropriate education from primary school up on healthy relationships, gender 
equality and consent�  It also means calling out inappropriate behaviour when we see it in work, 
out socialising or in WhatsApp groups.

To protect victims, the new strategy will ensure the right supports are available, such as a 
refuge space for anyone who needs one�  Reforms are under way to ensure victims are treated 
with professionalism and sensitivity in every interaction with the criminal justice system.  We 
must also prosecute and punish the perpetrators who inflict suffering on so many women; again, 
our zero-tolerance approach to violence against women will be reflected in the law.  This new 
strategy is being developed in partnership with the sector to ensure it is targeted, comprehensive 
and effective in achieving all of the goals set out.

There is real determination across the Government, across the sector and, as we have seen in 
recent days, across society to bring about the change that we need to see�  The Minister, Deputy 
McEntee, welcomes the views, inputs and ideas of all members as we move to finalise the third 
national strategy, which will have zero tolerance at its centre and which will be the most ambi-
tious national strategy we have seen to date�

19/01/2022D00200Senator  Lisa Chambers: On behalf of my colleagues, I thank the Minister of State for his 
response.  We join him in supporting a zero-tolerance approach but we must get a definition for 
that.  What does it mean or what would it look like?  We welcome the imminent publication of 
the national strategy but, again, the devil will be in the detail.  What does it suggest, will money 
be put behind it and how will it be implemented?  Let it not be another report or strategy gather-
ing dust somewhere on a shelf.  We must see concrete action in the weeks and months ahead, 
not just in the years ahead�

The Minister of State mentioned women’s refuges�  There are parts of this country where 
there is no women’s refuge for women to access.  We know prevention is key, and that will 
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mean working closely with the Department of Education on a whole-of-government response 
to put in place a programme of education right across our schools�  That is something we can 
put on the table in the coming months and we look forward to seeing that proposal before this 
House at the earliest opportunity�

On behalf of all colleagues in the House, I extend our deepest sympathies and condolences 
to the Murphy family, her partner, her friends and her community.  It is an horrific loss.  We 
hope they can, in time, heal as a community�

19/01/2022D00300Deputy  James Browne: On behalf of the Minister, I thank Senators for raising this very 
serious matter.  We all know there is no single solution to ending violence against women and 
tackling it requires a multifaceted approach, with genuine engagement and partnership across 
all sectors of our society.  We need sufficient supports and services available throughout the 
country, appropriate legislation, an effective policing response and a cultural shift within our 
society, as I referenced earlier�

I assure Senators that the Government is working to achieve these goals and when the strat-
egy is published, it will come with an implementation plan and the necessary supports to ensure 
it can be implemented as quickly as possible�  The recent budget for 2022 provides more than 
€2 billion in funding for An Garda Síochána, including the provision for recruitment of an ad-
ditional 800 new gardaí and 400 Garda staff this year.  There is an additional €41 million for 
Tusla that the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, Deputy Rod-
eric O’Gorman, has also secured�

The appalling and tragic death of Ashling Murphy has produced a groundswell of support 
to bring about change in this area but I must emphasise that while the Government will lead, 
all members of society have a role in creating a society free from all forms of violence against 
women�  There can be no excuses�

19/01/2022D00400An Cathaoirleach: I thank the Senators for raising that important matter�

19/01/2022D00500Data Protection

19/01/2022D00600Senator  Malcolm Byrne: I thank the Minister of State for coming to the House to speak to 
this matter�  He might recall we discussed it in September 2020, when I raised concerns around 
the capacity of the office of the Data Protection Commissioner, its resourcing and its powers in 
being able to deal with some of the challenges it continues to face�

First, I compliment the staff of the Data Protection Commissioner, who have been working 
under difficult circumstances and faced much criticism.  Some of that has been unfair but some 
of it should also be taken on board�  The Minister of State will be aware that there has been 
criticism from other European jurisdictions and data protection authorities across Europe�  I 
note, however, that Commissioner Reynders is responsible for the data protection area and he 
recently came to the defence of the Data Protection Commissioner.  What is clear is that there 
are major challenges in the area of data protection.  We know that this is just going to continue 
to grow�  A recent survey by McCann FitzGerald and Mazars found that businesses here were 
increasingly concerned about having to deal with issues of data protection and data privacy�  
However, William Fry conducted a survey of international businesses recently in which 89% 
of respondents recognised that the regulatory climate in Ireland would be regarded as good to 
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excellent�

However, there are problems�  The Minister of State acknowledged at the time that there 
were not sufficient staff in the Data Protection Commission.  In an interview in the Business 
Post on 5 December, the commissioner stated that the office is currently unsustainable and unfit 
for purpose.  We have the DPC already saying that the office is not sustainable in its current 
form.  There were commitments by Government which have not been sufficient to meet the 
scale of the challenge�

Given the importance of data privacy and data protection, particularly following the Sch-
rems II judgment, it is of increasing importance that we take action against companies engaged 
in data breaches.  We must have a properly resourced and, more importantly, properly struc-
tured DPC�  The time is long overdue�  The Oireachtas justice committee recommended the 
following: that the Government appoint three data protection commissioners, as is provided for 
in legislation; that there be an independent review of the operation of the DPC to take on board 
criticisms and address concerns; and that we be in a position to give confidence that Ireland has 
an excellent data protection regime�  

One of the largest fines set down by the DPC was against WhatsApp.  Clearly the DPC is 
taking the issues very seriously�  On the other side, however, last year there were nearly 7,000 
Irish citizens and individuals who made complaints to the DPC�  One of the complaints was 
about the length of time it is taking for the DPC to deal with some of those complaints�  I ask 
the Minister of State to set out the Government’s position with regard to the commission�

19/01/2022E00200Deputy  James Browne: I thank the Senator for raising this issue which he has consistently 
raised in the House�  The programme for Government commits to recognise the domestic and 
international importance of data protection in Ireland and states that the Government will en-
sure that Ireland delivers on its responsibilities under the general data protection regulation�  
The Government is very conscious of the commitment to deliver effective data protection regu-
lation and protection of the data privacy rights of EU citizens, which is critical to the develop-
ment and growth of our digital economy�  In dialogue with the Data Protection Commission and 
with other relevant Departments, the role of my Department is to ensure that the commission 
continues to have the resources required to fulfil its important statutory obligations.

GDPR obliges member states to ensure that each supervisory authority is necessarily re-
sourced to perform its tasks and exercise its powers.  To that effect, the DPC is one of the largest 
EU data protection authorities in terms of budget and staffing.  The DPC is funded under its own 
Vote as of 1 January 2020, with the commissioner being Accounting Officer.  It has received an 
allocation of €23.2 million under budget 2022, a 22% increase on the €19.1 million that was 
allocated for 2021�  This equates to a €4�1 million increase in pay of €3�2 million and non-pay 
of €900,000�  Furthermore, the 2022 allocation marks a sixfold increase on its 2015 allocation�

There have been significant increases over recent years.  Resources awarded to the DPC 
have risen steadily.  Staffing numbers increased from 110 at the end of 2018 to 191 in December 
2021�  Recognising the expanding breadth of the commission’s regulatory role, its mission to 
safeguard data protection rights and the increasing demands, this increased allocation in 2022 
will enable the recruitment of additional specialist and technical staff and address the increasing 
case load and complexity of cases being faced by the commission�

Under the Data Protection Act 2018, provision is made that the Government may determine 
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that the commission could consist of up to three members�  Section 15 states that “the Com-
mission shall consist of such and so many members (not being more than 3) as the Government 
determines”�  Section 16 provides that in the event of there being more than one commis-
sioner, the Minister shall appoint one to be chairperson with a casting vote�  In keeping with the 
Government’s commitments, and as conveyed to the Dáil in a written reply in October 2021, 
Deputy Humphreys, then acting as Minister for Justice, requested officials of the Department to 
consider the matter of appointing additional commissioners to the DPC�  This was done on the 
basis that if such a recommendation were to be made, it would require the Minister to bring a 
recommendation to the Government for decision.  Department officials are continuing to review 
this issue and it is expected that a recommendation will be made to the Minister shortly�

19/01/2022F00200Senator  Malcolm Byrne: I welcome the fact that there are discussions around a move 
towards three commissioners�  I am certainly interested in hearing the Minister of State’s per-
sonal view on whether this will happen, and happen quickly�  In terms of addressing some of the 
concerns, including those raised by the DPC around its functioning, this may be a step forward�  
If the Minister of State cannot give a direct answer, I ask him to clarify what he means when he 
says a decision will be made by the Minister “shortly”�  I always wonder what exactly “shortly” 
or “imminently” means.  I ask the Minister of State to provide a specific timeframe.  I am sure 
will appreciate the urgency of the issue�

The question is not just about the commissioner and the number of commissioners�  There 
is a broader issue around the functioning of the office.  This is about ensuring we have an office 
that can cope effectively, given the huge challenges we are going to face over the next num-
ber of years around data protection�  The Leas-Chathaoirleach and I sit on the Special Seanad 
Committee on the Withdrawal of the UK from the EU.  One of the issues that the committee 
has addressed is the question of the UK’s data protection regime diverging from the EU regime 
post Brexit�  According to the DPC, such divergence could entail €1 billion in extra costs for 
Irish business.  We must ensure the DPC is going to be in a position to be able to advise on all 
of those issues�  I still believe there should be an independent review�  I certainly believe there 
should be three commissioners�  Perhaps the Minister of State can give us an indication of the 
timeframe involved�

19/01/2022F00300Deputy  James Browne: I thank the Senator for raising the matter�  I cannot give a direct 
answer to his specific question.  I would be loath to anticipate, in any way, what this indepen-
dent review is going to propose�  The Department has carried out recent reviews quite quickly 
where necessary�  I expect the answer will come in a short time�

The Department of Justice continues to monitor the impact of the GDPR implementation, of 
any possible future regulatory changes and of any changes within industry, and to liaise with the 
DPC to ensure it continues to have the resources required to fulfil its statutory obligations.  As 
I stated, the Minister for Justice is happy that by the end of 2022, the funding for the DPC will 
have increased sixfold from its 2015 allocation.  The staffing numbers increased from 110 in 
2018 to 191 in December 2021, with the additional budget for 2022 expected to bring the staff-
ing target up to 260 by the end of this year.  That is a substantial increase in staffing, recognising 
the need for and the increasing breadth of the DPC�

In keeping with the Government’s commitment, and as conveyed to the Dáil in that writ-
ten reply, the review requested by the then acting Minister for Justice, Deputy Humphreys, to 
the Department will be carried out as quickly as possible�  This is on the basis that if such a 
recommendation were made, it would require the Minister to bring that recommendation to the 
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Government for a decision on it�

19/01/2022F00325Brexit Issues

19/01/2022F00350An Leas-Chathaoirleach: I welcome the Minister, Deputy McConalogue, to the House�

19/01/2022F00500Senator  Victor Boyhan: I thank the Leas-Chathaoirleach for selecting this most important 
matter�  I would also like to welcome the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine to the 
House and thank him for his presence�  It indicates his absolute commitment to agriculture, hor-
ticulture and the potato sector that he has come here to respond to this Commencement matter�

3 o’clock

Part of the context for raising this question is that I am a member of the Joint Committee 
on Agriculture, Food and the Marine, as the Minister is aware.  We have had some discussion 
about this issue, if not a great deal�  I have also received a substantial amount of correspondence 
from growers and farmers, and especially from Donegal�  As the Minister will be aware, it is an 
important county for the production of potatoes, and specifically of seed potatoes.  In the next 
few weeks, I intend to travel to Raphoe to see such an operation�  I am sure the Minister is fully 
aware of it�

  I also speak about this issue in the context of the national agrifood sector and the strategy 
in that regard, including the horticulture strategy, as well as rural development, rural communi-
ties and the rural economy�  I refer to all those issues together because I do not think they can 
be separated�  The Minister and I know the potato industry is facing a potential crisis�  If we 
do not resolve the issues concerning seed potatoes, then we are going to have problems�  To 
give some background information, and the Minister will know this, approximately 9,000 ha of 
seed potatoes are planted in Ireland every year, requiring approximately 20,000 tonnes of seed 
potatoes.  These are sourced from certified home-grown, imported and farm-saved seeds.  The 
main varieties of potatoes produced here are Roosters, followed by Kerrs Pinks, Maris Pipers, 
Queens, Records and Golden Wonders, to name just a few.  

  It is a significant industry, and one that we should be ambitious about and endeavouring to 
grow�  My focus in asking the Minister about this matter today is on the fallout from Brexit�  As 
a result of the UK’s decision to leave the EU and to end the Brexit transition period from 1 Janu-
ary 2021, the import of seed potatoes from Great Britain into the EU is now prohibited�  That 
is a fact.  The UK applied to the EU for third-party equivalence for the export of certified seed 
potatoes, but the EU refused the application because the UK’s plant health regulations are “not 
dynamically aligned with the EU’s legislation”�  This means that the main concern for potato 
growers now centres on the supply of seed potatoes�

  Having gleaned information from correspondence that I have seen from the Secretary 
General of the Minister’s Department, I understand that the Department will actively and sig-
nificantly support the production of the mini-tubers through the Tops potato propagation centre 
in Raphoe in County Donegal and others�  I also understand that all necessary resources will be 
supplied by the Minister’s Department to ensure that an adequate supply of mini-tubers is made 
available to the industry�  I would like to hear a little bit about that aspect� 

  Returning to the key issue, there is a question about the supply of seed potatoes.  What do 
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farmers want?  They want certainty, and they want it now�  This is the time when they are plan-
ning their sowing schedules�  This concerns the agrifood sector, and involves supporting the 
horticultural sector, the Irish brand potato and rural communities�  Ultimately, in the broader 
perspective, we need a bigger strategy for the coming years to enable us to develop our own 
seed potential and our own seed production industry and to grow it�  I am not happy enough, and 
neither I think is the Minister, for us to just sustain our current level of growth and investment 
in this area.  We want to grow this industry as a part of the food sector on this green island of 
Ireland�  I look forward to hearing the Minister’s response�

19/01/2022G00200Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine  (Deputy  Charlie McConalogue): I 
thank the Senator for raising this important issue�  He is a strong proponent of the seed potato 
sector�  It is one with great potential, and I am committed to seeing it growing again and being 
restored to its heyday�  This endeavour must be led by the industry, with support from my De-
partment�  As a result of the UK’s decision to leave the EU and following the end of the Brexit 
transition period on 1 January 2021, the import of seed potatoes from Britain into the EU has 
been prohibited under EU plant health regulations�  These regulations apply to all EU member 
states, where it is now illegal to import seed potatoes from Great Britain for seed propagation 
purposes�

The UK applied to the EU for recognition of equivalence under Article 44 of the EU plant 
health regulations to allow for the export of certified seed potatoes from Great Britain to the EU 
to continue post-transition�  The EU, however, refused this application because the UK’s plant 
health regulations are “not dynamically aligned to EU’s [phytosanitary] legislation”�  Tradition-
ally, there has been a strong demand and requirement in Ireland for high-grade seed potatoes 
from Great Britain�  In recognition of this, my Department has actively engaged with the Euro-
pean Commission and other member states at various EU meetings on exports of seed potatoes 
from Britain, including at the EU chief officer of plant health meetings and the EU standing 
committee meetings on plant health, among others�  At these meetings my Department has 
continually outlined to the Commission our view that there should be continued free movement 
of seed potatoes between Great Britain and Ireland.  We have urged the European Commission 
to engage to find a solution to the resumption of this trade and have suggested that this could 
be achieved either by discussing equivalence under Article 44 of the plant health regulation or 
by way of a derogation�  Exports of seed potatoes from Britain to Northern Ireland and the EU 
have also been discussed at the first meeting of the Trade Specialised Committee on Sanitary 
and Phytosanitary Measures under the EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement and at the 
European Parliament environment committee�  In all forums the Commission has maintained 
its position that the UK’s plant health regulations must be dynamically aligned to that of the EU 
for any resumption of trade to take place�

I am keen to highlight to the Senator that the ending of high-grade seed imports from Britain 
provides a real opportunity for the revival of domestic seed production, a point he dwelled on 
in his contribution�  An all-island plant health status, seed growing tradition and the potential to 
form producer organisations by potato growers are all positives�  There is an increased interest 
from major seed potato contractors in placing contracts for seed with Irish growers in the wake 
of Brexit.  My Department will offer as much support as possible in developing the seed po-
tato sector�  However, further expansion of the seed area must be industry led�  This expansion 
should be assisted in the coming years by the availability of seed of our main variety, Rooster, 
whose plant breeder’s rights expired at the end of 2021�

My Department actively supports the production of mini-tubers through the Tops Potato 
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Centre, in Raphoe, in my county, whose good work Senator Boyhan referred to in strong terms�  
To ensure that the Tops Potato Centre can cater for future demand, I am looking at how to im-
prove our investment there�

In addition, my Department operates the seed certification scheme for the production of cer-
tified seed and will make available all necessary resources to ensure that all seed crops entered 
for the scheme are certified to the highest of standards.

I assure the Senator that my Department will continue to support the seed potato sector in 
building capacity to increase domestic seed supply and to maximise our natural advantage in 
this regard�

19/01/2022H00200Senator  Victor Boyhan: I thank the Minister for that comprehensive reply and look for-
ward to considering it in great detail�  He is right that there is enormous potential�  In any crisis 
there are opportunities and, therefore, we must focus in on them�  I hear what he says clearly 
about the strict plant health regulation requirements, and that is very important�  I also hear what 
he says about exports�  The industry has to lead here�

My final call to the Minister is that, conscious of the area involved and its importance and 
significance to the horticultural and agricultural food chain and systems, we need to look at and 
keep the focus at all times on the Brexit adjustment reserve fund�  There may be something in 
that for us�  Surely, if there is, the Minister will go after it�  It is good that we highlight this issue, 
identify the issues and try to address them and stand in solidarity with these growers�  I note 
that the Minister referred to Raphoe and the work going on up there in the Tops centre�  That is 
really important�

I thank the Minister for his engagement and his very positive response�  He might in wrap-
ping up touch on our potential for the Brexit adjustment reserve fund in respect of this specific 
problem�

19/01/2022H00300Deputy  Charlie McConalogue: Alongside the tremendous work that goes on at the Tops 
facility in Raphoe, my Department also provides funding to the Teagasc potato breeding pro-
gramme at Oak Park and to growers for specialist equipment under the TAMS investment 
scheme�

As a further support to the seed potato industry, my Department is currently examining a 
capital investment scheme for seed potatoes to facilitate the development of the domestic seed 
potato production sector and capacity�  There are state aid considerations in the development of 
such a scheme, and approval is also required from the Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform, but my Department is engaged in this process�  I and the Department will, in all of 
the ways we can, work with the sector to support it in restoring what used to be a tremendous 
domestic seed production sector�  The sector has diminished somewhat in recent years, but we 
have the necessary natural resources, advantages, land and climate to do that�  It is important 
that this is industry led, and that those who need to purchase seed for growing ware potato 
engage with growers that are willing to grow more seed potato and provide certainty to them 
that if they produce a quality seed potato product that they will be purchased�  That is within 
our grasp and that of the industry, and I will work closely with industry�  I will meet the IFA 
potato committee in the next number of days, following the meetings I had with it last year to 
try to further advocate that we grasp this potential�  Alongside that, I will continue to advocate 
at European level for free movement.  We have to grasp this opportunity for the restoration of 
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the domestic sector�

19/01/2022J00200Housing Provision

19/01/2022J00300Senator  Paul Gavan: I thank the Minister of State for coming to the House�  As he knows, 
there is an ongoing housing emergency throughout the State�  I want to focus in particular on 
Limerick city and county.  I will set the scene with a few factual statistics.  We currently have 
2,342 approved applications for housing�  In addition, we have 335 transfer applications, 2,479 
people on housing assistance payments and 735 on the rental assistance scheme�  That gives us 
a total of 5,891 people on the housing list as of last September, a truly shocking total that does 
not fully demonstrate the extent of the housing crisis in Limerick because, as I hope the Minis-
ter of State will acknowledge, thousands more are excluded from qualifying for public housing 
because of the ridiculously low income threshold still in place under this Government�

As of November last, there were 246 homeless people in Limerick and 46 families home-
less in the mid-west, comprising 56 adults and 77 children�  The Minister of State will know 
that hubs in Limerick have been full for the majority of the past 12 months�  There were no 
temporary emergency provision beds available in Limerick in November and, as far as I am 
aware, none have come online since�  There has been no major turnaround in the number of 
people using temporary emergency provision services, which is contrary to the meaning of the 
word “temporary”�  The majority of those who are homeless are aged between 25 and 44 years�  
There are two issues�  In most cases, they are not seen as a priority because they do not have 
children�  Second, they are being priced out of the market by excessive rents�  The average price 
for a one-bedroom apartment in Limerick city is now €999 per month�  The average price for a 
three-bedroom house is now €1,277, an increase of 8% over the past year.  The average cost of 
renting a single room in Limerick city centre is now €464, up a shocking 21% on a year ago.

It is against the backdrop of this crisis, insecurity and desperation that I have to ask the 
Minister of State how, according to the figures available which were highlighted by a Sunday 
newspaper at the weekend, there are 207 vacant council properties in Limerick?  Is that the cor-
rect figure?  I would appreciate clarification, because the last official figures I have state that 
there were 297 vacant properties in April this year�  According to Limerick City and County 
Council, of those 73 required minor fixes, 102 required major fixes and 72 were considered 
derelict�  How can the Government’s priorities be so skewed as to have this many empty council 
properties at a time when we have an emergency crisis of the most unprecedented kind?  

I understand that Limerick City and County Council is currently leasing 164 properties from 
vulture funds that, thanks to this Government, will collect rent tax free for the next 25 years�  
At the end of that period, not one single property will transfer into local authority ownership�  
Again, I have to ask the Minister of State about the Government’s priorities.  Why is it choos-
ing to fund the leasing of homes from vulture funds rather than repairing and restoring council-
owned houses?  This means that right now more money is being pumped into an overheated 
private sector housing market rather than pumping it into council-owned properties that could 
provide rental income for Limerick City and County Council�  The people of Limerick are 
genuinely wondering why we have so many vacant council properties in the midst of the worst 
housing crisis in the record of the State�  I hope the Minister of State will be able to provide 
some answers�

19/01/2022K00200Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
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(Deputy  Malcolm Noonan): Gabhaim buíochas leis an Leas-Chathaoirleach agus leis an Se-
anadóir, agus athbhliain faoi mhaise daoibh go léir�  I might not be able to answer all of the 
questions the Senator has put to me�  I have taken a note of them and I will try to get to him with 
some of the responses�  I will address the overall issue of vacancy in Limerick, which is the 
core issue�  Addressing vacancy and maximising the use of existing housing stock is a primary 
objective of the Government, as demonstrated by one of the four pathways dedicated solely to 
this priority area in the new Housing for All strategy�

Housing for All outlines a suite of measures aimed at addressing vacancy in a co-ordinated 
and robust manner�  These include a new local authority-led programme to help local authori-
ties buy or compulsory purchase 2,500 vacant homes in their areas�  The Croí Cónaithe towns 
initiative will attract people to build their own homes and to support the refurbishment of vacant 
properties in small towns and villages.  A new town centre first policy, which will be launched 
in a number of weeks, will include approaches to utilising existing stock�  These measures are 
in addition to the vacant property tax consideration being pursued by the Department of Finance 
as a replacement for the vacant site levy�

With regard to voids, the management and maintenance of local authority housing stock, 
including pre-letting repairs to vacant properties, the implementation of a planned maintenance 
programme and carrying out responsive repairs, are matters for each individual local authority 
under section 28 of the Housing (Miscellaneous Provision) Act 2009�  Since 2014, Exchequer 
funding has been provided through the Department’s voids programme to support local authori-
ties in preparing vacant units for re-letting�  This funding was introduced to tackle long-term 
vacant units and is now targeting local authorities to ensure minimal turnaround and re-let times 
for vacant stock�  Limerick City and County Council received €7�6 million in funding from 
2014 to 2021, supporting the return of 505 properties to use�  This might explain the disparity 
in figures the Senator provided.  Local authorities will always have a level of vacancy in their 
housing stock.  This will fluctuate over time, as tenancy surrender and re-letting of stock is an 
ongoing process�

The Department has been providing support for an ambitious regeneration project in Limer-
ick city since 2007, with a cumulative investment of more than €417 million to date�  The Lim-
erick regeneration framework implementation plan adopted by the council in 2014 provided 
a roadmap for the physical, social and economic regeneration of the target areas�  It proposed 
the refurbishment of more than 1,400 existing social and private houses�  More than 1,100 
refurbishments have been completed to date under the thermal upgrade programme�  These ac-
tions, along with investment in social, economic and physical regeneration being implemented 
under the Limerick regeneration framework implementation plan are making a real difference 
to the communities in the regeneration area�  The buy and renew scheme along with the repair 
and leasing scheme are also valuable tools available to local authorities to tackle vacancy and 
provide social housing�

With regard to leasing, as the Senator will be aware, Housing for All sets out the Govern-
ment’s plan to increase the supply of housing to an average of 33,000 per year over the next 
decade�  The annual targets include the delivery of 88,400 new social homes and 53,800 new af-
fordable homes between 2022 and 2030�  Thankfully, we have seen construction activity ramp-
ing up over the course of 2021 and this will continue this year�  The strategy will focus strongly 
on new builds, and in particular local authority-led new build activity�  It will see a managed 
phasing out of long-term leasing by 2025�  The Senator addressed this issue�  Limerick has no 
long-term leasing target under Housing for All but it was recently allocated a 2022 target of 21 



Seanad Éireann

14

short-term rental availability agreements�

19/01/2022K00300Senator  Paul Gavan: I thank the Minister of State for his response�  Again, I have to be 
direct with him�  I did not receive a clear answer from him�  I am very concerned because what 
he has shared with us tells me that over eight years Limerick City and County Council returned 
505 properties to use�  This is just over 60 properties a year�  In the midst of the worst housing 
crisis in the history of the State, with shocking figures of almost 6,000 people waiting for public 
housing and 246 people homeless, how is this anywhere near good enough?  Who will take 
responsibility for this?  The Minister of State seems to be blaming the Limerick local author-
ity, which, I hasten to add, has been a Fianna Fáil-Fine Gael led local authority for the past ten 
years�  That seems to be like an abandonment of Government responsibility because the fact of 
the matter is that the figures just are not good enough.

The Minister of State mentioned regeneration�  The facts of regeneration are that more than 
1,100 houses have been demolished and only 279 new houses have been built�  That is a huge 
deficit and, again, shows a failure to deliver housing in Limerick.

Finally, the Minister of State did not give me any answers about leasing, yet he will ac-
knowledge that 2,600 of the planned social houses next year are actually leasing houses�  Again, 
I cannot understand why the Limerick City and County Council seems to prioritise leasing over 
restoring its own council houses�  It is not good enough�

19/01/2022L00200Deputy  Malcolm Noonan: As I have said, I am unable to give a response to all of the 
supplementary questions that the Senator has asked during this Commencement debate�

In terms of regeneration, I visited the project in Limerick and it is one of the most ambi-
tious projects in the country�  The Senator has made an important point about young single 
people aged 25 to 45, and trying to get them into sustainable housing is critically important�  
There are solutions, and we can look at Limerick city centre as we are looking throughout the 
country, around above shop premises and bringing some shop premises back to full occupancy�  
These premises offer great opportunities to young people in that category.  We can advance that 
through the town centres first initiative and the Limerick regeneration project.

In terms of 60 properties per year, it does take a considerable amount of time to bring voids 
back into productive use if you specifically consider the requirements under building regula-
tions and trying to bring houses up to a B2 rating, which is soon to be a much higher energy 
efficiency standard.  I think that is critically important because it addresses fuel poverty as well.

Our Department has provided record funding.  We certainly are not putting the blame on 
Limerick City and County Council.  We are giving increased responsibility and financial sup-
ports.  What the Minister has done consistently since taking up office is providing the financial 
resources but also the responsibility to local authorities to deliver on housing and a targeted 
delivery of housing�  Another critical point I will leave on is the fact we have put in additional 
staff in housing sections in every local authority to deliver on the design and delivery of housing 
throughout the country�

19/01/2022L00300Flood Risk Management

19/01/2022L00500Senator  John McGahon: I thank the Minister of State for being here to take my Com-
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mencement debate.  The fact that he, as the Minister of State with responsibility for the Office 
of Public Works, is here shows his commitment to this flooding project in my part of the world.  
I also thank him for engaging with Louth County Council, particularly last summer when he 
came to see the projects directly, to sign off on them, and to make sure they were kept on track.

We have seen a number of notable flooding events, especially in the Dundalk and Blackrock 
areas in 2008, 2014, 2016 and two years ago in 2020.  These areas are at very significant risk of 
coastal flooding.  We have seen that future risks of flooding have increased because of a whole 
variety of things, with climate change being just one of them�  Dundalk and Blackrock are areas 
of natural low lying topography�  Such areas are an issue because they call for a much more 
sensitive approach to be adopted in flood relief schemes and the type of construction necessary.  
For example, the proposed flood relief scheme for both Dundalk and Blackrock south consists 
of the construction of a series of hard defences, including flood embankments, walls, rock ar-
mour, coastal protection, barriers, road raising and the tanking of two properties.  When such 
work goes ahead, it will protect more than 1,800 residential properties�

I wish to raise another important point�  There is huge ambition to create a greenway that 
stretches from Carlingford to Dundalk to Blackrock and onwards�  However, I wish to refer to 
the Bellurgan to Dundalk to Blackrock greenway�  It cannot go ahead or we cannot do anything 
about it until this project has reached a certain stage�  Once it has reached a certain area, we can 
then start applying to the Government for funding for greenways�  A greenway along this area 
would be very important for tourism, but it will not happen until this project is brought to a cer-
tain level�  It would be good to know at what stage in this process the Minister of State believes 
Louth County Council can start applying for funding for a greenway and where it can do that 
when it comes to the flood defences.

The other thing that interests me is the Minister of State’s overall view of what the timelines 
are�  I realise these are long-term projects and that they are not done overnight�  It is now 2022 
so if all goes well, what does the Minister of State envision as the completion date?  Is it 2025 
or as far as 2026?  A very detailed public consultation took place last October, which is very 
important as well�

Substantial funding has been allocated for these areas�  This project is worth between €80 
million and €90 million�  The Blackrock south one is included with the Ardee project, and there 
is substantial funding from the Government and the Department�  It is an important project that 
we must ensure gets over the line�  I am interested to hear the Minister of State’s views on the 
timelines�

19/01/2022M00200Minister of State at the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform  (Deputy  Pat-
rick O’Donovan): I welcome the opportunity to provide an update to the House on the progress 
being made on the Dundalk, Blackrock south and Ardee flood relief scheme.  As the Senator 
knows, I visited County Louth to learn more about the flooding in the county and the plans the 
Office of Public Works has to manage the risk.  I am aware of the impact of flooding on hom-
eowners, businesses and communities in the area�

Through the catchment flood risk assessment and management, CFRAM, flood programme, 
a detailed engineering analysis assessment and extensive public consultation were undertaken 
for over 300 communities throughout the country, including 90 coastal areas which include the 
eastern part of County Louth.  One key output of the CFRAM programme was the flood risk 
management plans that contain proposed flood relief measures informed by costs, benefits and 
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environmental factors to address the flood risk in each at-risk community nationwide.  The 
evidence provided by the CFRAM programme was launched in 2018 and supports the Gov-
ernment’s €1�3 billion investment programme�  It is delivered through the national develop-
ment plan.  A total of 118 flood relief projects were identified to protect the main flood risk 
areas throughout the country�  These include the proposed schemes for County Louth, which 
are Dundalk, Blackrock south, Drogheda, Carlingford, Greenore, Baltray and Ardee�  Louth 
County Council, working with the Office of Public Works, has agreed to be the lead authority in 
the delivery of these schemes�  The council chairs each project steering group, which includes 
the Office of Public Works and local authority representatives.

The Dundalk, Blackrock south and Ardee projects that are being progressed simultaneously 
were chosen by the council as the first projects to be advanced in County Louth.  The CFRAM 
proposed flood relief scheme for Dundalk-Blackrock south would consist of the construction 
of a series of hard defences, including embankments and walls, rock armour coastal protection, 
demountable barriers, raising the road, a sluice gate and tanking of two properties�  The pro-
posed measure for Ardee consists of flood embankments and walls at an average height of 0.8 m 
and a total length of approximately 600 m�  Both schemes will provide the protection required 
by the insurance industry and will be adaptable for future climate change scenarios�

The development of the flood relief schemes involve five distinct sequential and related 
stages.  The stages involve assessing the flood risk and identifying options, planning, detailed 
design, construction and maintenance.  Where it is possible, the project management of scheme 
delivery involves running some of the stages in parallel to expedite delivery, such as detailed 
design when planning permission is being sought�  The cost for the Dundalk and Ardee schemes 
is approximately €80�9 million�  The tender for the engineering consultancy services for the 
project was awarded to Binnies, formerly Black and Veatch, and Nicholas O’Dwyer as a joint 
venture in 2020.  The proposed flood relief schemes for these areas will protect 1,880 properties 
when completed, 1,705 residential and 175 commercial�  These are enormous schemes�

Currently, the Dundalk-Blackrock south and Ardee schemes project is at stage 1�  This in-
cludes the collation of hydrology and hydraulics, the development of an options report for the 
preferred and viable scheme, and the preparation of associated environmental considerations 
as set out in the environmental impact assessment report�  The steering group for the project 
meets monthly and the scheme development is ongoing, with work progressing on surveys on 
hydrology and hydraulics report schemes options and environmental assessments�  The detailed 
programme for the scheme schedules that stage 1 will be completed in quarter 1 of 2023�  The 
following stage will be to complete the necessary planning for the preferred scheme through the 
planning and development Acts�  The programme for the scheme estimates that, subject to there 
being no challenges or delays, which is important, the post-planning stage and construction of 
the works will commence in 2024 and take three years to complete�

19/01/2022N00200Senator  John McGahon: I thank the Minister of State�  It is important to get that update 
on where we are with the project�  I appreciate him coming to the House to provide it�  An im-
portant point in his remarks is that this is a medium- to long-term project, providing that it is not 
subject to delays or challenges�  It is important that we all put that on the record of the House�  
This is a development that needs to happen to protect more than 1,800 homes from flooding.  
If there were to be any delays or challenges to the scheme, that would significantly impact our 
ability to deliver it on time�

19/01/2022N00300Deputy  Patrick O’Donovan: It is important to point out that as part of the scheme, Louth 
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County Council intends to integrate in a comprehensive and planned manner to consider the 
construction of a greenway that will form part of the proposed greenway link from Belfast to 
Dublin that is often referred to as the great eastern greenway�  It will enable walkers and cyclists 
to travel off-road between Belfast and Dublin.  As Minister of State with responsibility for the 
Office of Public Works, I have been keen to progress the usage of embankments for purposes 
other than flood relief.  They are now very much being incorporated into local amenities.

I take this opportunity to reiterate that all of this is predicated on the project moving through 
the planning process without interruption�  I say that in the context of good news today from 
Cork city, where we have finally jumped a huge hurdle in the context of Morrison’s Island.  I 
wish Louth County Council, which is the lead agency, the very best of luck in the delivery 
of this project without interruption�  Let us hope there will not be unnecessary interruption, 
particularly at planning stag�  The people of Dundalk, Blackrock south, Ardee, Drogheda, Gre-
enore, Baltray and many other places in County Louth are waiting for flood relief that is very 
important in that part of the country because sea levels are rising�  This is a big threat�  As I have 
stated previously in the House, the greatest threat to this country in the short and medium term 
is not from any kind of invading force; it is actually from the sea.  We need to take that seriously.  
Unfortunately, there are people in the political sphere who do not wish to take it seriously and 
think we can just row our boat along and everything will be fine, and we will all go up to the 
High Court for judicial reviews and challenges and everything like that�  In the meantime, the 
flood waters continue to rise and people’s houses, businesses and lives continue to be destroyed.  
They cannot get insurance�  It is a hamster wheel, with the same thing happening repeatedly�  I 
keep coming in here with the same reports and answers�  These people deserve better and the 
Oireachtas needs to do more for them than we are doing�

19/01/2022N00350State Examinations

19/01/2022N00400Senator  Regina Doherty: I thank the Minister, Deputy Foley, for coming to the Seanad to 
listen to my request that the same compassionate model be afforded to students who will under-
take the leaving certificate this year as was given to students in 2021 and 2020.  These students 
have been severely impacted by the Covid pandemic�  There is no doubt that the continuous 
negative strain Covid has had on so many students is too significant to ignore.  In the past week 
and a half, since we came back after Christmas, my office has been inundated with students 
who tell me about their lives as a result of Covid and how their mental health has been severely 
impacted by the strain of the past 22 months and, in particular, the unpredictability of the cur-
rent climate�  They have described to me how hard the past 22 months have been and how new 
restrictions, new cases and being identified as a close contact have increased the burden they all 
feel�  They have missed so much work in class and so many social experiences�  Even the peer 
support they receive from each other has not been available to them because we have been ask-
ing them to stay away from each other�  They have very much adhered to that and to the request 
to stay at home�  Their social lives have been entirely disrupted, whether they involve school 
breaks and lunches or activities outside school.  They have undoubtedly suffered.  While we say 
that schooldays are the best days of our lives - as an older lady, I can now probably look back 
with nostalgia - the doom and gloom of the past couple of years have certainly overshadowed 
our young students’ lives�

I acknowledge and appreciate that allowances were made last August to reflect the changes 
and the challenges faced by the students�  I am absolutely sure students acknowledge them also, 
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but we really do not believe they are anywhere near enough�  A decision was made to grant 
last year’s students the hybrid model to give them the option of sitting the exams� I absolutely 
believe they should sit them and hope it will be safe for them to do so�  The option of receiving 
accredited grades came as such a relief to most students last year�  It is absolutely the safety 
valve that we need to provide students with this year�  To me, the hybrid model is a really com-
passionate one�  Compassion is what our students absolutely need now�

We will continue to talk about the reform of an outdated education system, involving the sit-
ting a series of rigid and seemingly future-defining exams, because I really do believe there are 
more lenient models we can put in place, but the immediate focus has to be on the well-being 
of the young people outside Leinster House today�  I say this not just because I have spoken to 
them, their parents and teachers for the past couple of weeks but because I have a student living 
in my house.  This is the second person in my house who will have done the leaving certificate 
under Covid�  I can genuinely tell the Minister that the man I have at home has gone through 
a far more stressful experience than his older sister�  It is incumbent on us to recognise the un-
precedented crisis and the consequences for students every single day, in addition to the stress 
they are currently experiencing�

I acknowledge that the Minister is having a stakeholders’ meeting tomorrow�  I welcome 
that because the decisions arising from it will give the students certainty�  I ask her to consider 
the stress experienced by students and their well-being and allow them to have the stress-release 
valve of sitting the exams this year while also having accredited grades�  Thus, they can commit 
and focus for the next couple of months knowing that a safety valve exists�

19/01/2022O00200Minister for Education  (Deputy  Norma Foley): I thank the Senator for raising this im-
portant issue and allowing me the opportunity to address it�  I extend my best wishes to all in 
the House for the year ahead�

I am very conscious of the disruption experienced by students who are due to do their leav-
ing certificate examinations this year - the class of 2022.  It is welcome that schools reopened at 
the normal time after the Christmas holidays�  I am very much aware that schools are working 
tirelessly to deliver the best possible educational experience for their students�  Revised ar-
rangements for leaving certificate oral examinations in Irish and modern foreign languages, and 
the practical performance tests in leaving certificate music, were announced last month.  These 
examinations will now take place outside of school time over the first week of the school Easter 
holidays�  By moving these examinations to the Easter holidays, the State Examinations Com-
mission, SEC, aims to minimise disruption to teaching and learning, especially for those candi-
dates preparing for their examinations, as this change will limit teacher absence from schools�

The SEC also recently provided some further information to schools regarding aspects of 
the 2022 State examinations�  This included postponing commencement of assessment of what 
are known as the leaving certificate applied February tasks, from 31 January to 14 February.  
Schools were also reminded of the flexibility that is available regarding the dates for completion 
and authentication of course work for leaving certificate candidates.

I also announced that an alternative set of leaving certificate examinations will be run in 
2022, shortly after the conclusion of the main set of examinations�  This will be for students 
who are unable to sit the main set of examinations for various reasons, including Covid-19 ill-
ness, bereavement or serious illness�
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Finally, the Department has also provided a suite of guidance materials, agreed with the 
education partners, to enable schools to mediate the curriculum safely for all pupils in a Co-
vid-19 context�  My Department will continue to engage with all partners in education on all 
matters relating to leaving certificate 2022 examinations.  It is important to note the advisory 
group has been involved at every step of the way�  The next advisory group meeting for State 
examinations in 2022 has been planned for tomorrow, Thursday�  As previously outlined, this 
is a large and widely representative group of all the voices in education, including students, 
parents, teachers and managerial bodies�

19/01/2022P00200Senator  Regina Doherty: I thank the Minister for setting out the timelines, and that she 
has accepted the recommendations for changes to date�  As the Minister said, however, they 
were made last August and I believe what has happened to our young students in the past four to 
five months is unprecedented.  My son comes home telling me he has literally sat and shivered 
throughout the whole day with hands numb because the schools are so cold�  I do not say this 
to be critical, because obviously every decision we make as a State, and indeed the decisions 
all our teachers make in this regard, are to try to provide the safest and best environment where 
children can continue to learn and so as not to learn remotely as we had to do the previous year�

Only before Christmas the Teachers’ Union of Ireland, TUI,  called for a delay in the return 
to school of our students and teachers until a short week-and-a-half ago�  It seems alien now, 
given we are talking about lifting restrictions this weekend�  The TUI was so concerned about 
staff absences and the environment in which the children, students and staff are working that it 
made that call over our Christmas holidays�  This jars with the fact the TUI is now saying we 
should carry on as normal and do the exams, as if the past 22 months had not happened for the 
students�  Of students surveyed by the Irish Second-level Students’ Union, ISSU, last week, 
68% said they wanted the hybrid model.  They spoke about their stress levels, their well-being 
and their fears.  We talk about the stress students are under during normal circumstances of a 
leaving certificate year, which is why we talk about reform, but this past 22 months has been 
anything but normal.  Therefore, the leaving certificate this year cannot carry on as if we were 
living in normal times�

19/01/2022P00300Deputy  Norma Foley: I thank Senator Doherty for the opportunity to come to the House 
today and to hear her views�  As I outlined earlier, it is very important we are conscious of what 
has been experienced by the class of 2022�  I am extremely conscious of that�  As previously 
outlined and as reiterated by the Senator, accommodations were made with the exam papers in 
August�  Equally, there have been recent changes to the operation, including the orals taking 
place over Easter time and the musical practical exams�  Notwithstanding that, it is important 
that all voices are afforded the opportunity to be heard with regard to how we progress.

I am pleased to say we had a number of engagements with the advisory group, the last of 
which was on 20 December�  The next engagement with the advisory group, which includes 
parents, students, teachers, and managerial bodies, will take place tomorrow to consider their 
views and advice on the State exams for 2022�  I look forward to that engagement�  It has been 
a very productive and useful forum for us, right throughout Covid, which has worked very well 
and co-operatively in the best interests of the education sector and, of course, the students we 
serve�  I look forward to those deliberations and discussions tomorrow�  As always, it will be 
most helpful�

  Sitting suspended at 3.46 p.m. and resumed at 4 p.m.
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4 o’clock

19/01/2022T00100An tOrd Gnó - Order of Business

19/01/2022T00200Senator  Lisa Chambers: The Order of Business is No� 1, motion regarding the Techno-
logical Universities Act 2018 (Section 36) (Appointed Day) Order 2022, referral to commit-
tee, to be taken on the conclusion of the Order of Business, without debate; and No. 2, motion 
regarding the report of the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science entitled The Impact of COVID-19 on Primary and Secondary 
Education, to be taken at 5�30 p�m�, the time allocated to this debate not to exceed two hours 
and in accordance with Standing Order 78, the Chairperson of the committee, being a Member 
of Dáil Éireann or another Member of Dáil Eireann nominated in his or her stead, may attend 
and speak to the motion and may take a seat on the floor of the Seanad Chamber.

19/01/2022T00300Senator  Fiona O’Loughlin: I thank the Cathaoirleach and I support the Order of Business, 
as outlined by the Deputy Leader�  I would like to wish everybody a very happy new year and 
say how pleased I am that we have had the formal announcement today that we will have a St� 
Brigid’s bank holiday, starting in 2023.  We know, of course, that it will be 18 March this year 
which will be a day of commemoration, sadly, of all of the lives lost during the Covid-19 period�  
It is a great recognition for our matron saint of this country�  Brigid’s values, 1,500 years later, 
are strong values of equality.  She was the very first feminist in this country and cared deeply 
for those who were downtrodden by society�  She looked after both women and men equally 
and cared deeply for the environment, for the farming community and for the animal kingdom�

Of course all of us in Kildare have a special relationship with Brigid�  I was reminded just 
before I came in that when I became mayor of our county, the first thing that I did was to put a 
bog oak St� Brigid’s cross in the chamber, where it still is and of which I am very proud�  This 
is deeply appreciated by the people Kildare and, I have no doubt, by the people of Ireland�  It is 
particularly about remembering all those healthcare workers and others who put their lives on 
the line to ensure the rest of us could be safe�  I thank the Taoiseach and the Cabinet for listen-
ing�

In speaking about Kildare, I also raise the Commission on the Defence Forces.  We in 
Kildare do not, of course, have the monopoly on the Defence Forces but the headquarters are in 
the county�  The commission’s report is due in the next few weeks�  I really hope it has teeth and 
it will finally address the recruitment and retention problem because nothing else has to date.  
Again, members of the Defence Forces were very much at the forefront in helping us deal with 
the pandemic�  Currently, 700 new recruits are needed but there are no available instructors to 
teach the recruits�  As a result, the recruitment cannot happen�  It is not good enough and this 
position must change�

I also raise the question of insurance.  We all know how difficult it is to get and repay a mort-
gage, and these costs add up�  Insurance is a very big part of that cost�  I was contacted yesterday 
by a young couple who finally bought their house and are due to get married.  They did ev-
erything properly and evaluated their house before purchase so there could be no issue with it�  
Unfortunately, there was storm damage to the roof and they put in a claim to Aviva insurance, 
which is a very reputable company�  They have now been told it is not the insurance company’s 
problem and this couple will have to rectify it by themselves�  They will have to pay another 
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€6,000 on top of already excessive insurance and mortgage payments.  We must have a debate 
on insurance in the House so we can ensure the insurance sector is adequate and fit for purpose.

19/01/2022U00200Senator  Sharon Keogan: I join with everybody who has expressed their sympathy to the 
Murphy family�  I believe some Senators did so earlier on the Commencement�  I also express 
sympathy to all who have lost family in tragic circumstances�  I cannot begin to imagine what 
the past weeks have been like for them and I continue to urge everyone to respect their privacy 
at this time�  There have been some important conversations in this country over the past few 
days, some of which have been helpful, insightful and constructive, although others were less 
so.  What is obvious to all is we must each take responsibility for the way we act, talk and think.  
We must do all we can to make this country a safe place for women and children.

As we talked about this over the past few days, I have thought about how we would not 
know anything about this tragedy if it had not been reported�  I then thought about everything 
that goes unreported and the stories of hurt, pain and abuse behind closed doors, which happens 
all over the country�  I have spoken many times in this House about the problem of abuse and 
violence, whether it is domestic, gender-based, against children or in any other form�  The mes-
sage must go out, loud and clear, that if we see something, we must say something�  National 
services in the form of Women’s Aid, Safe Ireland and many others are there to help because 
nobody should have to live in fear�

Nevertheless, we can say that 2021 was a year of fear�  It was characterised by headline 
after headline from the media and announcement after announcement from the National Pub-
lic Health Emergency Team, NPHET, and the Government of worst-case scenarios�  There 
was modelling and subsequent delivery of massively inflated death tolls and hospitalisation 
numbers�  There were incessant doomsday predictions being given non-stop airtime by major 
broadcasters�  Even as early data came from South Africa and preliminary medical papers were 
made publicly available by the University of Hong Kong on the key differences of the Omicron 
variant, NPHET insisted on the reintroduction of restrictions over the Christmas period, which 
were to be lifted, in the words of one Minister, “if our worst fears do not come to pass”�  This 
is now certainly the case and our restrictions should be rolled back as soon as possible�  Busi-
nesses must be allowed to reopen fully and the hospitality industry must be returned to full 
operational hours.  The domestic use of Covid-19 certificates must be abolished.

For the past two years we have been asking the Government for a road out of this pandemic�  
Now one has opened and the Government should at least have the common sense to take it�

19/01/2022V00100Senator  Pauline O’Reilly: I wish everyone, including the Deputy Leader, a happy new 
year�

Several things have happened in the past few weeks and months.  It is so difficult to encap-
sulate it all in three minutes�  I know that we will have lots of opportunities�  I thank the Leader 
and Deputy Leader for making those opportunities available to discuss the death of Ashling 
Murphy in greater detail than I can go into now�  There is an awful lot to be said about the so-
ciety that we live in.  We must really give that the time and invite in the appropriate Minister.  I 
know the Deputy Leader is doing that and I am grateful for that�

I would also like to bring up identity-based bullying in our schools�  Consent is something 
that we speak about an awful lot and the proper kind of educational reforms that are required 
around consent.  Watching the really difficult video by the parents of Eden Heaslip on the extent 
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of the bullying he underwent, leading to him eventually deciding that suicide was the only op-
tion for him, really brought home the issues that children across our society are facing�

I was on the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Key Issues affecting the Traveller Community, 
as was Senator Moynihan�  It was chaired by Senator Flynn�  It really brought home to me the 
lives that children are leading in their homes�  There is an awful lot we need to do on accom-
modation.  When it comes to the kind of experiences they have in their school life, however, 
there is almost no place to go that is comfortable and where people are shown respect�  The 
councils are not showing respect when it comes to proper accommodation.  In our schools, 27% 
of Traveller parents say that their children experience identity-based bullying�

I note the Yellow Flag programme.  It has real difficulty in getting funding.  It relies on 
funding from local authorities, provided on a case-by-case basis depending on whether the 
local authority has funds in the pot and whether it is willing to support it�  Most of the educa-
tion is in schools where there are a lot of people coming from diverse backgrounds.  We need 
to see it being rolled out across the board in all schools if we are really to tackle the issues of 
identity-based violence and bullying�  Some 150 schools are turned away each year from this 
programme because the funding is not there�  I would love if we could write to the Minister for 
Education suggesting that this programme is funded and supported on a national level�  That is 
what is required.  We know all of the problems.  We are going about finding the solutions.  This 
is one part of that�

19/01/2022V00200Senator  Niall Ó Donnghaile: I echo the words of sympathy to Ashling Murphy’s family, 
friends, community and pupils�  I do not think anyone could fail to be moved, over a series of 
really traumatic days, watching through the media the image of Ashling’s students forming a 
guard of honour at her funeral procession�  I am also very conscious of the fact that there is a 
family grieving and that we have responsibilities in terms of what we say�  That is weighted 
against the other responsibilities colleagues have talked about in terms of political and societal 
leadership and change�

Women friends, relatives and comrades of mine, and women more broadly in society, are 
asking men to do particular things in the context of what has happened.  We need to create the 
space in the Seanad where we hear from our women colleagues.  We also have the opportunity 
as men to speak and hopefully to show the kind of responsible leadership that is being asked of 
us in challenging violence against women�  Violence against women is endemic and for many 
years has been systemic in our society and in Irish life�  It is something that we need to work on 
hard to bring to an end�

Like Senator O’Loughlin, I note the announcement from Government of the payment for 
healthcare workers.  We probably need a more comprehensive input from Government and it 
would be useful if we could have statements detailing which healthcare workers will qualify for 
this payment�  It is also a timely reminder that we need to invest further in our health services�  
We need to meet the needs of workers across that sector, Covid or no Covid.  Ultimately, what 
we need is an Irish national health service.  We need to have statements on healthcare moving 
forward, beyond the context of Covid�

Finally, I wish to raise a matter that I hope to raise in a more comprehensive fashion at the 
earliest opportunity, namely, the latest report of the Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland, 
which by and large, worryingly, has gone without much political or media comment in this 
State�  The report examined 19 murders, including those of elected representatives in this juris-
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diction, who were targeted and assassinated by the Ulster Defence Association, UDA,  with the 
active assistance of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, RUC�  The ombudsman said that she was 
numbed by the level and the extent of collusion involved.  We know that the report, as serious 
and comprehensive as it is, is but a snapshot of a wider malign policy that was at play�  Given 
the particular ramifications for political leaders in this State, I think it warrants statements.  I 
appreciate we recently had statements on legacy issues which were challenging and ultimately 
worthwhile�  This report gives us a particular snapshot of the issue and warrants discussion�

19/01/2022W00200Senator  Rebecca Moynihan: Like others, I wish to express my sympathies on the murder 
of Ashling Murphy.  For many women, it is difficult to open a newspaper or watch television 
any day and not see an act of violence against them.  We rationalise those things to psychologi-
cally protect ourselves�  Every once in a while, a murder happens and it strikes a chord with 
everybody.  We ask how we can possibly protect ourselves.  Ashling Murphy was going for a 
run in the daylight at 4 p.m. in her home town, in what seemed like a safe space.  When some-
thing like that happens, we all feel the foundations of what we consider to be safety and build 
up around ourselves, and the strategies that we have�  Every time a woman leaves the house, 
she will risk assess�  I have really enjoyed being able to come to work on the bike for the past 
few weeks, but as soon as we move to late sittings, I will switch back to using the car�  That 
is a conscious decision that I make every day when I come in�  I decide how I am going to get 
myself to places safely.  We all do that.

I wish mention the Mongolian national, Urantsetseg Tserendorj�  In January 2021, she was 
walking home from her cleaning job in Google, was attacked and died in the Mater Hospital 
two weeks later�  I remember being very shaken at the time by that murder�  I am from the in-
ner city and I walk around the area a lot�  It was around the same time that the murder of Sarah 
Everard happened in the UK�  It was a senseless act�  A woman was walking home from a job, 
then lost her life two weeks later� 

I also wish to raise the issue of the transport strategy for the greater Dublin area that the 
National Transport Authority, NTA, has been consulting on�  I have raised the issue previously 
in the House.  While it is very much welcome, one glaring omission from the DART+ proposals 
is a station at Kylemore�  There is also an issue with the extension of BusConnects�  It comes 
back to safety�  There are a number of children who are coming from Chapelizod and getting 
the bus to Lucan�  They now do not have steps to be able to get to the bus safely�  There is no 
proposed station at Kylemore�  It beggars belief for me that we can have massive projects like 
BusConnects and DART Dublin south-west, yet the dots are not connected when it comes to 
putting in place that transport infrastructure for communities�  Currently, the NTA is negotiating 
with residents in lower Ballyfermot on getting access to the back of their properties to facilitate 
the DART extension.  That is absolutely fine.  However, there is no joined-up thinking about 
having a station in that big area in south-west Dublin, which is one of the most economically 
disadvantaged in the country�  The next station is in Maynooth�  I will continue to raise this is-
sue on the Order of Business until the NTA and Minister begin to listen regarding the need to 
provide services for the huge population in west Dublin�  I refer to putting in place essential 
public transport infrastructure and creating safe spaces to enable people to use public transport, 
instead of having to over-rely on private cars�  

19/01/2022X00200Senator  Eileen Flynn: It is brilliant to be back from maternity leave�  I thank all Senators, 
and especially Senator Clifford-Lee, for their support.  I also thank the members of my Civil 
Engagement Group for all their support as well during the past four months�
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Last week, I was struck by comments made by the Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, when 
she was talking to Miriam O’Callaghan on “Prime Time”�  She said primary and secondary 
schools have education programmes dealing with consent around sexual violence and the root 
causes of rape�  I met with representatives of the Donegal Rape Crisis Centre last week�  I stress 
that it has little to no funds available now�  The centre has no funds to deliver an education pro-
gramme to 200 students�  Last year, it was possible for the centre to deliver the programme to 
more than 100 students�  This year, though, the organisation does not have, as my father would 
say, a shilling in its account to enable it to deliver this great training programme to the young 
students�  Schools are crying out for the programme, so I suggest that we write a letter to the 
Minister for Education to ask if it would be possible to support the Donegal Rape Crisis Centre 
in delivering this vital training to the young people of the county�  

I would also like to echo Senator Pauline O’Reilly’s call for funding for the Yellow Flag 
programme�  It is a critical programme to have operating in our education system�  Prevention 
is better than intervention.  We must educate our young people to understand that racism, dis-
crimination and the bullying of other children because they are different and not the same as 
others in the class is inappropriate�  The only way we can do that is through initiatives such as 
the Yellow Flag programme�  I have worked with the Irish Traveller Movement, ITM, and the 
Yellow Flag programme for years�  It works, and I call for every school in the country to have 
access to the programme, just as they do to the Green Flag programme�

I also wish to raise the critical issue of Traveller mental health.  Again, the figures in this 
regard are not just figures; they represent the experience of people’s lives.  One in every 11 
deaths in the Traveller community is caused by suicide�  Men in the Traveller community are 
seven times more likely to die by suicide than men in the general population, while women in 
the Traveller community are six times more likely to die by suicide than women in the general 
population.  We have a mental health crisis in our community.  It is tough for people to hear 
about this issue, but it is even tougher for me to talk about it.  When I open my front door in 
the Labre Park halting site, where I am living at the moment, I see young men and women in 
real need of support�  Over the Christmas break, on social media posts and elsewhere, we saw 
reports of young girls aged 12 dying by suicide in the Traveller community�  This needs to end�  

It is not up to me, as an individual Oireachtas Member, to always come in here and take re-
sponsibility for raising this issue�  It is not fair to pigeonhole one person in that way�  Therefore, 
I ask everyone here to support a request for the Minister of State with special responsibility for 
mental health issues, Deputy Butler, to come in and speak to us all about this issue.  We must 
all share responsibility for dealing with this issue.  The more collective we are in our efforts, 
the more action that can be undertaken to help the Traveller community.  We must explore what 
can be put in place to help young Travellers and to stop deaths by suicide happening within the 
Traveller community as much as we can�  Again, the national Traveller mental health network 
has worked non-stop on this issue�  It has all the answers, and all we need now is implemen-
tation�  Therefore, I reiterate my call for the Minister of State to come into the House, and it 
should not just be for an exchange between the two of us for four minutes�  There should be 
collective engagement by all of us�

19/01/2022X00300Senator  Niall Ó Donnghaile: Hear, hear�

19/01/2022X00400Senator  Rónán Mullen: Well put.

19/01/2022Y00100Senator  Robbie Gallagher: Many sheep farmers across the country have had the horren-



19 January 2022

25

dous experience of finding their animals, be they cattle or sheep, savaged by stray dogs.  Figures 
recorded from 2020 show that there were 241 such instances, but farmers are of the firm belief 
that the true figures are much greater and that there is an awful lot of non-reporting because 
farmers are not convinced that the authorities are taking this seriously�  Farmers provide full 
traceability for 7 million cattle and 3 million breeding sheep, whereby every single animal is in-
dividually tagged and traceable to the person responsible or the owner�  Contrast that with an es-
timated 800,000 dogs in this country, of which only 208,000 are licensed�  That leaves 600,000 
without identification.  In 2020 there were only 82 prosecutions and 198 dogs were seized under 
the Control of Dogs Act 1986.  These figures indicate how serious a problem we have.  Farmers 
are very frustrated that the authorities are taking a very lax attitude to this problem�  Owning a 
dog, as we all know, is a responsibility that needs to be taken seriously�  Unfortunately, many 
dog owners do not do that.  The dogs need to be properly microchipped and ID’d.  We need 
proper and appropriate sanctions for those owners found to be non-compliant and to allow their 
dogs to stray.  We also need the proper resources to help those who are enforcing the law in this 
regard�

We are now entering what is traditionally the lambing season.  I ask that the Deputy Leader 
facilitate the Minister, Deputy McConalogue, to come before the Chamber to update us all as to 
where the promised legislation on this issue is�  The issue needs to be addressed once and for all�

19/01/2022Y00200Senator  John McGahon: I wish to discuss and comment on the report launched this 
morning by Wind Energy Ireland on green hydrogen and the role it can play in Ireland’s energy 
transition�  From reading the report, I believe it is clear that renewable electricity can play a 
vital role in Ireland’s transition to a net-zero society, boost our economy and make our energy 
supply much more secure.  I read the first ten pages of the report; I hope to read the rest of it this 
evening�  It shows how Ireland’s abundant wind energy resources could produce vast quantities 
of green hydrogen.  This can be used to reduce significantly our dependence on imported fossil 
fuels, which caused a lot of significant energy spikes throughout 2021, which we discussed in 
this House�

The report also sets out how green hydrogen has emerged as a leading option for reducing 
emissions to decarbonise sectors of the economy�  The report calls on the Government to do two 
things, and I ask for a debate on them.  They are, first, to make sure we release a robust hydro-
gen strategy in quarter 2 of 2022 and, second, to establish a high-level, cross-government group 
to develop recommendations to cut the price of renewable electricity so we can produce green 
hydrogen as cheaply and as quickly as possible�  I know that the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, 
is doing a lot of work in this regard�  It would be a good idea either to have a general debate on 
hydrogen at some stage in this House or to ask for the strategy to be produced as soon as pos-
sible so we might discuss it�

19/01/2022Y00300Senator  Rónán Mullen: I offer a word of thanks to all the people who, in towns big and 
small, in churches and in sports clubs, in buildings and in the open air, came out in recent days 
to express their outrage and their pain at the terrible event that occurred in Tullamore�  It was 
very moving to see people’s response�  I hope we can continue to hold the Murphy family in 
our hearts in the coming days�  It is often said at a time of bereavement that the sympathy one 
gets in the immediate period is great but that it is in the weeks and months, and indeed years, 
that follow that people need to remember to look out for the bereaved�  Obviously, that applies 
all the more in this case�

When the time is right, we should have a debate in this House about violence in our society.  
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Much has been said in the past week that needed to be said, in particular the focus on men’s at-
titude to women in our society and the negatives in that area that might have contributed to the 
outrage that occurred�  There has also been commentary on what we need to do to analyse what 
is going on, including where we have been and are going as a society and how we can address 
negative attitudes, educate people in better attitudes, prevent and prosecute harm and punish 
wrongdoing�  That is all very important�

We need to broaden the lens even further and be ready to talk about all of the different things 
that are taking place in our society where we see violence.  When we congratulate and welcome, 
as we often do, all of the progress made in our society ,we also need to be unafraid to ask hon-
estly whether there are ways in which our society is getting worse, why that is and whether it 
is to do with drug taking, mental health issues and how we deal with those who have mental 
health problems, with rampant individualism or with violence on our screens, digital media and 
games.  We need to ask if it is, to some degree, due to the loss of faith in our society.  A whole 
lot of issues need to be considered�

If and when we discuss this, I am not interested in hearing all of the things the Government 
is going to do in the immediate term�  All of us, including the Government, need to speak after a 
reflective study on this issue.  We all need to join this conversation about violence in our society, 
where we have been, where we are going and where we might go if we were to get things right�

19/01/2022Z00200Senator  Malcolm Byrne: Like others, I extend my sympathies to the family, friends, part-
ner and school community of the late Ashling Murphy�  Her death has started a number of dis-
cussions�  I occasionally run and never think about my personal safety as a man, but for women 
it is an issue of concern�  Having spoken to women runners I know it has always been an issue�  
Even at our local park run on Saturday it was interesting that a discussion started�  If one thing 
comes out of this, it may be that it starts a discussion and that men get involved�  I am conscious 
that when discussions in this House happen, it is often the female voices that are heard�  Having 
a broader debate would be something that would be welcome�

We know that the National Public Health Emergency Team, NPHET, will meet tomorrow 
and I am worried we will have the usual sequence of events�  NPHET will meet, its letter will 
leak and there will be a number of Ministers who, while they do not want to pre-empt the divi-
sion of Cabinet, will helpfully offer suggestions as to what may be contained therein.  We will 
have endless speculation for the following 24 hours by political commentators�  Some journal-
ists spend more time speculating and trying to influence what might happen rather than report-
ing what does happen�  Finally, the Cabinet will look to meet�  I do not think it is particularly 
fair on many businesses that are waiting and want a very clear timetable as to what is going to 
happen�  Even if it is incorporeal, it is important there is an immediate Cabinet meeting upon 
the production of the NPHET letter.  We have a reasonable idea of what is going to happen.  
While much of the discussion has been around the hospitality sector, for the arts and entertain-
ment sector to have a good lead-in period we need that certainty�  I call for decisions to be made 
tomorrow and that they be announced and made clear, much like what is happening in Scotland�  
The necessary support should continue to be put in place for all businesses affected so that they 
can reopen�

19/01/2022Z00300Senator  Barry Ward: I wish to raise the issue of social media.  We have discussed this 
many times in the Chamber�  All of us will have received what I consider to be abusive mes-
sages on Twitter�  I refer to Twitter in particular because it is probably the most toxic, but my 
comments refer to all social media platforms.  Twitter offers users the ability to report abusive 
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messages or messages that contravene what the company describes as the Twitter rules�  I do 
not usually bother doing that because I think it is a futile exercise, but did so today in respect 
of a tweet that said I was corrupt�  That is obviously not true and there is no evidence behind 
that claim, but that does not seem to matter to the trolls online.  Within two hours I had received 
a reply that stated it saw no difficulty with the tweet despite the fact its rules state that in or-
der to facilitate healthy dialogue on the platform and empower individuals to express diverse 
opinions and beliefs, it prohibits behaviour that harasses or intimidates or is otherwise intended 
to shame or degrade others�  Apparently this means it is okay to call people corrupt, describe 
them as cockroaches and put them into classes of people who do all kinds of awful things�  On 
the one hand Twitter tells us it is serious about this and on the other hand it pays scant regard 
to politicians, in particular, because I doubt there is a Member of this House, the Dáil or local 
authorities throughout the country who has not received such a message�  Essentially, Twitter 
states it does not care and it does not matter, and that people can say what they like on social 
media because politicians do not matter�  I suspect this is true of many other groups of people, 
from schoolchildren to elderly people�  The Chamber has an opportunity to send a message to 
Twitter and other social media platforms, and I hope legislation will come forward this year in 
this regard, that it will not be acceptable to have so-called rules that mean absolutely nothing 
because they are never enforced.  If Twitter is serious about having a platform that is not filled 
with the toxicity we see in it today, it has to enforce these rules and it has to take action against 
users who continue to flout these rules.

19/01/2022AA00200Senator  Lynn Boylan: It is another day and another year and I am back to raise the issue 
of the Stardust inquest�  The last speech I made last year was to implore the Minister to give 
clarity to the families about where the inquest would be held�  Nobody in the Department had 
the foresight, knowing the contract would end in October, to find an alternative human rights 
compliant venue�  It is now the middle of January and the families still do not know where the 
inquest will be held.  What has come to light in the preliminary hearings today is that the State 
is putting it to the families that the inquest should be held by a judge with no jury, effectively 
like the Special Criminal Court�  The families at the inquest will have to go in and have their 
case heard by a judge because the State refuses to pay a jury�

This will be the most significant and longest-running inquest in the history of the State.  It is 
the most significant inquest that will ever be held and the State will not pay the jury.  How can 
we expect jurors to come in and give up at least a year of their time to hear what happened on 
that night and do it for nothing?  In recent weeks, the barrister representing the families asked 
the Department of Justice to write to the courts and request permission that the Juries Act would 
be extended to the Stardust inquest�  This will not be done�  The Minister has said the Depart-
ment is not prepared to do that�

Once again the families of the Stardust fire are being treated with absolute contempt by the 
State�  The families have gone through four decades of contempt�  A total of €1�5 million was 
spent on a venue that was hardly used�  Now the families are told they are not worthy of having 
a jury paid to hear the case and they have to be dealt with in an inquest held by a judge�  If the 
Minister, Deputy McEntee, is not prepared to write to the courts and ask that the Juries Act be 
extended to the Stardust inquest, I will bring legislation to the House to plead that the families 
be treated with the respect and dignity they deserve�

19/01/2022AA00300Senator  Mary Fitzpatrick: I express my sincere commiseration to the family, friends 
and pupils of Ashling Murphy.  Words can never adequately express our sympathy, sadness or 
anger.  Ar dheis Dé go raibh a hanam dílis.  While the whole country is convulsed and repulsed 
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by Ashling’s murder it is important that we remember that in the past 15 years 236 women 
have been killed in Ireland violently�  One in four women in Ireland have experienced abuse 
from their partner.  In 2020 alone, 855 disclosures of sexual abuse were made to Women’s Aid 
services�  Last November, in this Chamber, I and other Senators called on the Leader to bring 
the Minister for Justice to this House for a debate on violence against women, gender-based 
violence, domestic violence, sexual violence and violence in our society�  I believe it is beyond 
the time for us to acknowledge that this is a large-scale and deep-seated problem in our society�  
The violence against women is killing our mothers, sisters, friends and daughters, and we have 
gone beyond the point where we can ignore this anymore�

This deep-rooted issue is not a series of isolated incidents; it is wide scale.  That is why we 
need a deep-rooted and systemic response.  We need a response that will deal with everything 
from language through to education, housing, health, entertainment and social media�  I mean 
every nitty-gritty thing that affects the daily lives of every girl and woman in every village and 
community in this country�  I hope the Deputy Leader can advise the House today on when that 
debate will take place�

19/01/2022BB00200Senator  John Cummins: I take the opportunity to speak about Rescue 117 and the search 
and rescue base at Waterford Airport.  Since the pre-qualification questionnaire for the new 
contract was published prior to Christmas, there has been a considerable amount of speculation 
and an understandable concern expressed within the south east regarding the likely configura-
tion of operations when the new contract is awarded.  While the pre-qualification questionnaire 
is silent on the issue of bases, it does specify there should be a minimum of three helicopters 
and one fixed-wing aircraft, which some have suggested opens up the possibility of a base being 
dropped and that Waterford stands to lose out.

While I share the concern, I do not share the downbeat assessment that such a vital service 
would be lost to the region because of the following�  I am a former member of the board of 
Waterford Airport and know the service provided by the airport to the existing contractor, which 
is CHC Ireland, is second to none�  CHC Ireland is very happy with its base and operations at 
the airport�  Great synergies have been built up with the likes of the Royal National Lifeboat 
Institution and South East Mountain Rescue over many years�  Another reason I do not share 
the downbeat assessment is because over several months I have engaged with Government col-
leagues and the Tánaiste on this issue.  I sought assurances that four bases will be specified in 
the ultimate tender that is issued and I am encouraged by the responses I have received today�  
Also, the Tánaiste will continue his dialogue with other party leaders in this respect.

The importance of maintaining a search and rescue base in the south east to service the vast 
swathes of maritime areas and inland areas along the south and east coast is critically impor-
tant�  The bravery and dedication of the crew that operate Rescue 117 give great comfort to the 
communities I represent�  There is an opportunity at this moment to frame that tender to ensure 
there are four bases in the new tender that is ultimately issued�  Geographically, the four bases 
of Waterford, Sligo, Shannon and Dublin have served the State well and I expect them to serve 
the State well into the future�

19/01/2022BB00300Senator  Annie Hoey: First, I express my sympathy and condolences to the Murphy family 
and the Tullamore community on the senseless murder of Ashling Murphy�

Second, I warmly welcome the announcement made today that public healthcare workers 
who worked on the front line during the Covid-19 pandemic are to receive a once-off €1,000 
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tax-free payment�  I note and particularly welcome that student nurses who did placements in 
hospitals and healthcare settings are also in line for the payment�  That is good news for student 
nurses to kick off 2022.  What would be better news for student nurses and midwives would be 
confirmation on when they will get their €100 weekly stipend because the last time I checked, 
the moneys had yet to enter any of their bank accounts�  The Deputy Leader might be so good 
as to follow up with her party colleague, the Minister for Health, on this issue�

I want to reflect briefly on the discussion on the national drugs strategy that took place at the 
meeting of the Joint Committee on Health this morning�  I wish to note that Senator Ruane and 
I were in attendance�  The conversation felt at times as if we were back in the time of Richard 
Nixon declaring a war on drugs�  That has simply proven to be unfounded and a waste of time, 
money and resources�  It only perpetuates stigma and harm on drug users�

The Government has declared it is taking a health-led approach to drugs, but what I heard 
today at the committee did not instil much confidence that this is true.  For the record, I am a 
harm reductionist, if that is the terminology we can use�  I believe it is the only practical, real-
istic, person-centred approach we can take to drugs�  The international evidence also supports 
this.  In addition, in the committee there was a great deal of conflation of decriminalising and 
legalising drugs�  If we are to have a mature, well-informed discussion on this topic, which I 
believe the public wants, and there are calls for a citizens’ assembly on this issue, the least we 
can do is understand what we are talking about�  I urge Members to get informed on the termi-
nology, to put preconceived notions about drug users to the back of their minds and to engage 
with the evidence on how we can truly reduce drug-related harm�

19/01/2022CC00200Senator  Erin McGreehan: I send my deepest sympathies to the family and friends of, 
and everybody who loved, Ashling Murphy, and indeed to all the women who we have lost and 
whose lives have been stolen in this country and across the world.  We know lives have been 
taken, lives have been destroyed and lives have been threatened continuously in this country�  
We speak about it in this Chamber quite often.  I and other colleagues have been raising gender 
abuse, abuse, sexual harassment and sexual assault continuously for months and years in this 
Chamber�  I was told on the radio the other morning that women should start speaking up about 
it�  I told the presenter that men and people should start listening and that changes have to start 
happening�

Senator Malcolm Byrne spoke about people changing their routes when running�  A woman 
was assaulted on a route at home where I used to run�  I have not run there since then because I 
am afraid�  I look behind me constantly when I run�  I look behind more now when I am running 
or out and about.  It is not right.  We are exhausted with it.  It is just relentless.  Every day of 
the week one can look at the headlines about girls being assaulted, and the sentencing in some 
cases is absolutely incomparable to the damage done to women�

This is a day of celebration for mná na hÉireann.  I am very glad it is a Louth woman, St. 
Brigid, who was born in Faughart�  Remember that this woman gouged out her eyes to make 
herself ugly because she did not want unwanted attention from men�  On the day that we re-
member St� Brigid and revel in her strength and mightiness and how proud we are to have her as 
our patron saint, remember what she did to get rid of unwanted attention from men�  I applaud 
her, although I do not agree with it.  However, that is what she did in the fifth century.  Go on, 
Brigid�

19/01/2022CC00300Senator  Lynn Ruane: I echo what Senator Hoey said about the health committee meet-
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ing.  I had to turn off the camera at one stage as I thought I was going to have a panic attack.  I 
thought I had been hurled through time, given everything I have stood for in this Chamber over 
the last six years and hoped that people were listening to me�  I felt very disheartened and sad�  
I thought: “What is the point in me constantly speaking about this issue?” when I listened to 
the Minister of State, who is now two years into the role�  I believe my 14-year-old could have 
engaged better on the issue in the health committee meeting today�  I am absolutely appalled 
that this is where we are, two years into his term of office.

However, that is not the reason I stand to speak today.  We have had many conversations 
over the years about the impacts of Covid-19 on people, schools, education and the health sec-
tor, but we have had very little discussion about its impact on those in the prison system�  I do 
a lot of work on education in schools in the prison system.  When we think about education we 
do not think about education within the institutions where we detain people�  People there do 
not have access to their families, as they usually would�  At home, we can have telephone calls, 
we can have FaceTime meetings and we can talk to our loved ones when we have to go into 
isolation�  However, when one is in a prison, one is in a prison within a prison within a prison 
because one will be locked down for up to 12 or 14 days for being a close contact.  We also 
have not set up the health system properly in the prison system to be able to offer vaccinations 
adequately on intake in terms of the COVAX system�  A prisoner in Mountjoy wrote to me�  He 
lost one of his jobs within the prison because he would have to shave his beard to be able to 
use the masks that are now required to be worn�  For some people, it is a big deal to be asked to 
shave their beard�  That could be for religious or cultural reasons, but it could also be that the 
person feels vulnerable�  Facial hair for men can sometimes be far more than something they 
think looks well; it can be a way to hide themselves and hold themselves.  There is a significant 
amount happening within the prison system�  In fairness to the Irish Prison Service, it is trying 
to deal with this issue in the context of what is already quite a difficult situation in terms of 
outbreaks�  I ask the Leader to consider facilitating a debate on the impact of Covid-19 on those 
in prison�

19/01/2022DD00200Senator  Maria Byrne: Like other Members, I join with colleagues in expressing my sym-
pathies to the family of the late Ashling Murphy, but also to her peers and former lecturers at 
Mary Immaculate College�  I know from speaking to some of them that it has been an awful 
few days for them�  It was lovely that everybody paid tribute and gave their thoughts in a very 
positive way�

I wish to raise the issue of a hybrid leaving certificate.  I know the Leader tabled a Com-
mencement matter with the Minister, Deputy Foley, on this issue earlier today�  I have received 
many calls and other communications from students who are under severe stress.  We all talk 
about well-being and mindfulness�  Many students feel very under pressure and do not know 
what is happening.  They want a hybrid leaving certificate because they believe that although 
they may have had a lot more time in class than leaving certificate students in the previous two 
years had, they still have not had the same degree of in-class schooling that other students had 
before the pandemic�  I know the committee will meet tomorrow but I ask the Leader to con-
sider giving her support to contacting the Minister, Deputy Foley, on this issue�

Family Carers Ireland has today called on the Government to recognise carers in terms of 
the Covid bonus�  I wish to lend my support to that campaign because carers have helped to 
keep so many people at home�  They have helped to keep people out of hospitals and they have 
done tremendous work�  Family Carers Ireland is seeking to have carers included among recipi-
ents of the Covid bonus and I wish to support it in that regard�
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19/01/2022DD00300Senator  Martin Conway: Like all other Members, I too wish to express my sympathies to 
the family of the late Ashling Murphy.  The manner in which she died was brutal and horrific.  
There are societal challenges and issues that need to be dealt with�  This Chamber needs to lead 
in terms of the conversations that need to happen, but also the actions that need to be taken�  
That is important�  It is all very well talking about it and expressing shock and so on, but we 
actually need to deal with it and take action on it�  I look forward to the debate next week and a 
timeline for actions�  Those of us who have the privilege of being Members of Parliament have 
an absolute responsibility to actually lead on this and ensure we can make Ireland a safe place�  
I truly believe we can do so, but it will require all of us, particularly men, to stand up, do the 
right thing, call out and take action�  I look forward to that debate�

A neighbour of mine who lived five minutes down the road from me was killed in a plane 
crash�  He worked with the UN food programme�  His name was Mick Ryan and he died three 
years ago in a plane accident�  His widow, Naoise, is looking for justice in the United States�  
Deputy Sean Sherlock raised this issue in Dáil Éireann today and I am now raising it in the 
Seanad�  Mick Ryan dedicated his life to serving the world and the most needy people in it�  He 
worked for the World Food Programme.  He lost his life in an air accident.  Answers are still 
not forthcoming as to why it happened�  Justice has not been forthcoming�  Mr� Ryan’s widow, 
Naoise, his mother, Christina, a neighbour of mine, and his siblings deserve answers�  Could 
the Leader write to the Taoiseach supporting what I am looking for, namely for him to use his 
good offices to intervene, where possible, and support the calls made by Deputy Sherlock in 
Dáil Éireann and me today in Seanad Éireann.

19/01/2022EE00200Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: My heart goes out to Ashling Murphy’s family�  I was 
particularly mindful yesterday of the first class kids lining the street.  I have two granddaugh-
ters, Ellie and Isabel�  I cannot imagine what it would take to explain to either of them the bru-
tality by which the woman died�  It is now a matter for the courts and Garda, so I will say no 
more about it�

I was delighted to hear Senator Cummins speak about search and rescue services�  I am 
aware that 17 of the south-eastern representatives have come together on this�  I will have more 
to say on that tomorrow�

I want to draw attention to a certain matter for the information of Members who do not 
know about it�  Our former colleague, Ian Marshall, was honoured in the Christmas honours 
list by Her Majesty, the Queen of England, and made an OBE�  I ask that the Seanad write to 
the former Senator and congratulate him on his elevation�  He is to be a candidate for the Ulster 
Unionist Party in the forthcoming elections�  All of us would agree that he is the sort of moder-
ate individual that we need working with us on the other side of the Border�  He was a really 
good guy and I wish him all the best�

19/01/2022EE00300An Cathaoirleach: Before I call on the Leader, I join my colleagues to express, on my 
own behalf and on behalf of the House, our sympathies to the family, friends and colleagues of 
Ashling Murphy�  It was a tragic loss for them and all the community�  Ar dheis Dé go raibh a 
h-anam�

19/01/2022EE00400Senator  Lisa Chambers: As expected, almost all Members rose this afternoon to express 
their condolences and deepest sympathies to the Murphy family and to Ashling’s community,

friends, school colleagues and the children at her school on what was an extremely tragic 
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and horrific murder.  Many colleagues have requested justice debate.  We have secured a debate 
with the Minister for Justice, Deputy McEntee, next Thursday�  The Minister will come into 
the Chamber for a debate specifically on violence against women.  We welcome that debate for 
next week�

The Order of Business was kicked off by Senator Fiona O’Loughlin, who welcomed the 
announcement that we are to have a new public holiday on St� Brigid’s Day, beginning in 2023�  
This is welcome�  I commend the Senator on her work campaigning for that�  She worked very 
hard to secure the date�  It is a very apt one, indeed�  There will be a day of commemoration this 
year, on 18 March, to remember all those we lost throughout the pandemic and continue to lose�

The Senator also raised the issue of the Commission on the Defence Forces and the ongoing 
recruitment and retention issues in the Defence Forces.  We await the outcome.  The Senator 
also raised the issue of insurance and the plight of a young couple for whom insurance pre-
sented a difficulty regarding a housing issue.

Senator Keogan spoke about the year 2021 being the year of fear�  She raised certain issues 
in that regard and touched on recent events�  She also called for the removal of restrictions at 
the earliest opportunity.  Obviously, we are awaiting advices from NPHET on that front.  When 
they are received, a meeting of the Cabinet will follow shortly after�  

Senator Pauline O’Reilly spoke about the Yellow Flag programme, as did Senator Flynn�  
Reference was made to the need to educate our young people on how to deal with others and 
to be decent human beings who treat others with respect�  Senator O’Reilly also referred to the 
need to tackle identity-based bullying.  She referred specifically to poor Eden Heaslip, who 
tragically lost his life because of his experience�  That is something we need to deal with�  Edu-
cation seems to be key on this issue�

Senator Ó Donnghaile raised several issues, one being the €1,000 payment for front-line 
healthcare workers.  He has requested further clarity.  We will try to arrange a debate on that and 
other health matters with the Minister for Health at the earliest opportunity�

5 o’clock

He also raised the issue of report by the Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland�  He re-
quested a debate on that as well.  We will certainly see that debate.

  Senator Moynihan raised the Dublin transport strategy and, in particular, issues in south-
west Dublin and connectivity to that particular region�

  I would like to welcome Senator Flynn back from maternity leave�  It is great to have her 
back�  She spoke about the Yellow Flag programme as well�  She made an impassioned plea for 
us to all work together to tackle Traveller mental health and the crisis within her community�  
She made the important point that it is not just on her shoulders as one individual to solve this 
problem�  There is a collective onus on all of us to work to deal with that issue�  She requested 
a debate with the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, at the earliest opportunity�

  Senator Gallagher raised the issue of stray dogs attacking livestock, such as sheep and 
cattle�  There were 241 incidents reported in 2020�  However, the belief is that many more go 
unreported�  He requested a debate with the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine to 
discuss that issue�
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  Senator McGahon spoke about the Wind Energy Ireland report, as well as the need to 
have a debate on hydrogen and, in particular, green hydrogen�  He mentioned the asks in that 
report such as a cross-government group to look at reducing prices for renewable energy�  He 
requested a debate with the Minister for Environment, Climate and Communications�  I will 
request that�

  Senator Mullen raised the issue of violence in society more generally, as opposed to just 
violence amongst one particular grouping in society�  He made some interesting points on the 
need to reflect on why we are where we are and how we can perhaps get to a different space.

  Senator Byrne spoke about the need for men to get involved in the debate around gender-
based violence and in particular on violence against women, as did Senator Ó Donnghaile�  He 
also called for an end to restrictions tomorrow�  I agree with him that the speculation is quite un-
helpful�  It seems to be the same merry-go-round that we hop onto every time there is a NPHET 
briefing or a leaked letter.  It is quite unhelpful.  While that might be an annoyance to all of us, 
it is frustrating and upsetting for those businesses that rely on that advice and on those restric-
tions being lifted�  The Senator’s request to have that decision made at the earliest opportunity 
is a good request and one that will hopefully be listened to�

  Senator Ward spoke about social media, in particular Twitter, as well as the online abuse 
that we all get on social media.  Twitter is a more difficult space, in particular.  The online 
safety and media regulation Bill, which is due to come into effect shortly, will deal with that.  
However, we need a much stronger online safety commissioner.  We need to deal with those 
issues�  The Senator outlined a good example of why rules seem to be in place but are not being 
enforced by Twitter.  We know that Twitter is a space where particularly politicians are subject 
to quite a high level of unsavoury remarks�

  Senator Boylan again raised the issue of the Stardust inquiry�  I am not sure what I can say 
to her in response today, other than that I will pass her remarks up the line�  I can understand 
why the victims and their families are so upset at the option of a jury hearing not being avail-
able to them�  I can see why that is upsetting�  Four decades is a long time to wait for answers�  I 
commend the Senator on consistently raising the issue on the floor of the House and for keeping 
the issue alive in here�  It is important�

  Senator Fitzpatrick raised the issue of violence against women in particular.  We have 
known about this for a very long time�  One in four women experience abuse from their partners 
and 244 women have lost their lives since reporting to Women’s Aid has begun.  The Senator 
has asked for that justice debate, which we have secured for next week�

  Senator Cummins raised the issue of the R117 service�  I am aware of the collective ap-
proach of Oireachtas Members in the region to try and retain that service�  Obviously, we had 
particular issues with the service in County Mayo�  As Members will be aware, this is an impor-
tant service to have available 24-7�  Hopefully, a resolution can be found�

  Senator Hoey welcomed the €1,000 bonus payment for healthcare workers, as well as the 
fact that student nurses were included, and rightly so�  Of course they should have been includ-
ed�  I am glad they have been�  It is a way of saying, “Thank you�”  I do not think the payment 
is a huge amount for what all healthcare workers have put in�  However, it is welcome�  It was 
a difficult decision for Government to try to identify which front-line workers were to receive 
that payment�  However, I believe it struck the right balance in focusing on front-line healthcare 
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workers who dealt directly with Covid-19 because they have been at particular risk during the 
pandemic�  They were putting their own lives at risk�  There was that distinction, which was an 
important one to draw�  The Senator asked particularly about the €100 weekly stipend�  This 
might be suitable to raise as a Commencement matter, because it was quite a specific question.  
She might be answered more quickly by doing it that way�  I take on board her points around 
the drug strategy, which were raised at the health committee this morning�  Judging by the 
comments of Senators Hoey and Ruane, it does not sound like the engagement with commit-
tee members was overly helpful�  Hopefully, that engagement might happen again with more 
information on the table�  I would agree with a health-based approach, because the way we do 
things currently does not work and it will never work�  There is a fear for some reason of doing 
things differently, so we will just keep burying our heads in the sand and just keep going as we 
are.  However, it is not making the situation any better; it just makes it worse.  I think therefore 
that we are on the same page with that approach�  

  Senator McGreehan raised the issue of Ashling Murphy�  She spoke about sentencing not 
being sufficient and how it does not cover the extent of the damage that is done to the victim.  I 
wholeheartedly agree with that�  I echo the remarks by Senator O’Loughlin around St� Brigid’s 
Day�  She spoke about the values of St� Brigid and how we should remember what she had to go 
through�  It is an important reminder for all of us, even though it was quite a time ago, and it is 
important lesson for us to learn� 

  Senator Ruane mentioned the health committee meeting, which I have just dealt with�  In 
particular, she raised the issue of the impact of Covid-19 in prisons�  It would be an interesting 
debate to have�  I will put a request in for that debate�  Perhaps the Senator could put in a request 
herself to the Leader’s office, so that we join up on that.

  Senator Maria Byrne raised the issue of a hybrid leaving certificate for students.  That re-
quest is coming in from many students and parents�  I acknowledge the stress that students are 
facing.  However, the leaving certificate an inherently stressful time anyway, no matter which 
way one looks at it�  Hopefully the right balance can be struck in having a system that is fair to 
all students so that we provide a level playing field.  I do not know how that will look.  It is a 
difficult balance to strike.  However, I can understand the difficulty that the Minister for Educa-
tion, Deputy Foley, is having in finding that right balance.  At the end of the day, we want to 
make sure that the students have a level playing field and that they are treated fairly.  That can 
be a difficult thing to achieve in these times.  

  Senator Conway rose to speak about his friend, the now deceased Mick Ryan, and his 
widow, Naoise, and her call for justice, following that plane crash where her husband lost his 
life.  He has asked for assistance with that matter.  We will certainly do all that we can. 

  Finally, Senator Craughwell congratulated former Senator, Ian Marshall, on his newly 
received accolade�  He also spoke about support for R117, and concurred with the remarks of 
Senator Cummins�  That concludes the Order of Business�

Order of Business agreed to�

19/01/2022FF00300Technological Universities Act 2018 (Section 36) (Appointed Day) Order 2022: Motion
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19/01/2022FF00500Senator  Lisa Chambers: I move:

That the proposal that Seanad Éireann approves the following Order in draft: 

Technological Universities Act 2018 (Section 36)(Appointed Day) Order 2022,

 copies of which have been laid in draft form before Seanad Éireann on 29th Novem-
ber, 2021, be referred to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science, in accordance with Standing Order 71(2)(b), which, not 
later than 1st February, 2022, shall send a message to the Seanad in the manner prescribed 
in Standing Order 75, and Standing Order 77(2) shall accordingly apply�”

Question put and agreed to�

Sitting suspended at 5.08 p.m. and resumed at 5.36 p.m.   

19/01/2022JJ00100The Impact of Covid-19 on Primary and Secondary Education: Motion

19/01/2022JJ00200An Cathaoirleach: I welcome the Minister for Education, Deputy Foley�  I also welcome 
the Chair of the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, In-
novation and Science, Deputy Kehoe�  I thank the committee clerk for all the work she has put 
into this initiative�  This is one of the recommendations from a report on Seanad reform that we 
are implementing�  This is the second instance where we have brought in the Chair of a com-
mittee and we are delighted that the Minister is here as well�  Six to 12 months after the reports 
have been published and launched we look again at the recommendations to see the progress 
that has been made on their implementation�  Committee members in the Oireachtas and the 
general public put a lot of work and effort into those reports and it is important that the recom-
mendations that are agreed by all sides are actively implemented�  I invite Senator O’Loughlin 
to propose the motion�

19/01/2022JJ00300Senator  Fiona O’Loughlin: I move:

That Seanad Éireann notes the Report of the Joint Committee on Education, Further 
and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science entitled ‘Report on the Impact of 
COVID-19 on Primary and Secondary Education’, copies of which were laid before Seanad 
Éireann on 20th January, 2021.

It gives me great pleasure to propose this motion.  I welcome the Minister to the Seanad.  We 
are very pleased to have her listen to our deliberations on this report�  I also welcome Deputy 
Kehoe, the Chairperson of the committee, who has done excellent work in terms of steering this 
report�  The impact of Covid on schools and education settings was very important, not just for 
the children but for society and family life as well�

The report involved engagement with a lot of stakeholders, in particular with young people�  
I know that the Minister in her engagement to deal with Covid and to look at suggestions and 
practical ways of dealing with the pandemic, also consulted with young people�  As a commit-
tee, we found that hugely important and it formed a large part of our engagement�  It was not the 
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first time that the voices of students came to the fore, but a lot of emphasis was put on the voices 
of young people�  Long may this continue�  That is very important�  One of the areas in the report 
that has been mentioned is that clear communication and co-operation with everybody in the 
school community is important, and has been in terms of schools remaining open�

I record my own thanks and on behalf of all of us here to the whole school community�  Not-
withstanding all the challenges they faced in the past two years, our schools are open and our 
children are receiving an education�  Our children have the opportunity to be with their peers 
to socialise and learn all the many different aspects of life that they would not if they were just 
sitting in their own homes with their PlayStations or whatever�

It is important to say that the Education (Student and Parent Charter) Bill 2019 should be en-
acted�  That comes on top of that clear communication I was referencing�  The main objective of 
that Bill is to seek the best possible outcomes for students with regard to their own educational 
and personal development�  It is important that it be made mandatory for schools to have that 
to keep the voice of the young person and, indeed, the voices of parents central to everything�

Clear communication is hugely important and many parents, as we understand, had anxiety 
about their children staying in school�  At the same time, however, most parents were abso-
lutely happy with schools staying open�  They recognised, as indeed we all do and as national 
and international research suggests, that the best place for a student is in the classroom with 
in-person teaching�  I know at times, particularly coming up even to last Christmas, there was 
a widespread call for the schools to be closed�  I am really glad that schools did not close and 
that measures were put in place to ensure they stayed open, recognising that it is so important 
for all children but particularly those who are in vulnerable situations, have special educational 
needs and who may have disadvantages at home that take away from their whole educational 
experience�

Regarding other issues that we discussed within this report, obviously, there is a vast dispar-
ity between different schools.  We have some state-of-the-art schools.  Students and teachers in 
those are lucky to have those facilities with isolation areas and proper green spaces in which to 
play, etc.  Sadly, however, many schools do not have that.  We know that 25% of schools at the 
start of the pandemic did not have warm water in their school toilet facilities, which shocked 
me.  I understand that has been rectified in most cases now but that certainly was a problem.  
Again, I believe approximately 25% of schools did not have a suitable place for a Covid-19 
isolation area�

In terms of the communications that came from the Department, quite a number of teachers 
and principals said to me that they felt that there were too many circulars coming out, and that 
it would be better if there was one working document that was updated on an ongoing basis�  
Perhaps that is one of the lessons we need to learn from this�

I acknowledge the Minister’s commitment to keeping schools open as we continue to live 
with Covid-19 and that she is at all times taking a very student-centred approach to the children�  
We know that their development regresses or is undermined if they are out for any prolonged 
period�  Obviously, we hope we are getting to a situation where we are not going to be dealing 
with Covid-19 to the same extent but in terms of lessons learned, we have to look back and take 
recommendations�  I thank the Minister for being here and listening to our report�

19/01/2022KK00200An Cathaoirleach: I now call the Chairman of the Joint Committee on Education, Further 
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and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, Deputy Paul Kehoe�  I thank him 
again for his work in putting this report together along with the clerk to the committee, Ms Tara 
Kelly�  It  is an important piece of work�   It was done 12 months ago but it is very timely, given 
where we are in January with schools and Covid-19, that we look again at the recommendations 
the Chairman worked very hard to put together on behalf of us all�  I thank him very much�

19/01/2022KK00300Deputy  Paul Kehoe: I am delighted to be back before the Seanad again�  I thought I had 
escaped the Seanad on ceasing to be a Minister of State�

19/01/2022KK00400An Cathaoirleach: There is no escaping us�

19/01/2022KK00500Deputy  Paul Kehoe: Anyway, I am back and it is good to be back�  I do not mean that in a 
disingenuous way, by the way�

First, I am delighted to be joined by the Minister and members of the committee�  It is an 
opportune time to debate this very important issue in the Seanad�  I thank the Cathaoirleach and 
Members for the opportunity today to discuss the joint committee’s Report on the Impact of 
Covid-19 Primary and Secondary Education�

From the outset of the pandemic, the joint committee recognised that the impact of Co-
vid-19 on primary and secondary level education was an urgent priority and agreed to produce 
a report on three key areas: first, ensuring schools are open in a manner that is both safe and 
sustainable; second, the 2020 leaving certificate calculated grades and 2021 leaving certificate 
preparation; and, third, other issues such as the use of reduced timetables in schools, cyberbul-
lying and educational disadvantages, which have had a significant impact on young people.

As we approach the second anniversary of living in a pandemic, I speak on behalf of the 
committee when I say that we recognise the great suffering young people have endured over the 
past two years.  We acknowledge their great positivity and resilience in returning to school and 
continuing their education under very challenging circumstances�

I would also like to pay tribute to the Trojan work performed by the other members of the 
school community, namely, school principals and their deputies, teachers, special needs as-
sistants, SNAs, school secretaries and parents associations�  They have managed to provide 
children and young people with an education despite enormous challenges�  They should also 
be very proud of what they have done for their country�

Returning to the report, though, the committee held several meetings with key education 
stakeholders on the issue of ensuring schools remain open in a safe and sustainable way�  The 
Irish Second-Level Students’ Union, ISSU, contributed to the discussions and represented 
young people in a real and meaningful way.  The committee was briefed by officials from the 
Department of Education on the 2020 leaving certificate examination and preparations for 2021 
leaving certificate.  I would like it noted that the committee is currently completing a compre-
hensive examination on leaving certificate reform and the need for a new senior cycle.  A report 
will be published shortly with concrete, feasible recommendations that I strongly believe can 
transform the education landscape and give students a very bright future�

Finally, the committee met with the Department of Education regarding the use of reduced 
timetables and with key academic staff from Dublin City University, DCU, regarding school 
bullying, cyberbullying and educational disadvantage�  I would like to express gratitude both to 
the Minister’s Department and DCU for their tremendous support and continued appearances 
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before the Oireachtas committee�  The joint committee was very grateful to all those who ap-
peared before it to give evidence and who took time also to provide written submissions�

I will now refer to some of the ten key recommendations contained in the report�  The 
Minister for Education should formally request the Minister for Health to instruct the HSE to 
undertake a review of the Health Protection Surveillance Centre, HPSC, guidelines for vulner-
able students and families, including a review of risk assessments and attendant categorisation�  
There has been much stress and anxiety among at-risk teachers, many with serious illnesses, 
and vulnerable students or students who live with vulnerable people and feel unsafe attending 
school�  However, the committee is happy to see that these guidelines are being updated on an 
ongoing basis�

 The Department of Education should develop a national online learning programme to be 
rolled out to all primary and secondary schools as a matter of urgent priority�  I feel that there 
is inconsistency in digital skills and a lack of access to technology and broadband, of which 
we are all very much aware�  This risks leaving a cohort of extremely vulnerable students even 
further behind�  Several witnesses who appeared before the committee stressed the need for 
online learning to be the same across the country.  While it is an ambitious aim, there is great 
merit in developing a national online digital programme similar to what is in place in the further 
and higher education sector�  SOLAS has indicated a willingness to assist the Department of 
Education.  I strongly urge the Minister and her officials to engage with SOLAS in this regard.

Emotional counselling and therapeutic supports should be provided in all primary and sec-
ondary schools as an urgent priority�  Ireland is out of step with many of its European neigh-
bours in not providing in-school emotional counselling and therapeutic supports�  Trauma and 
mood disorders have been identified as significant factors in early school leaving, and while 
the services provided by the National Educational Psychological Service, NEPS, and guidance 
counsellors are very valuable in their own right, they are not suitable alternatives to on-site 
therapeutic supports for anxiety, trauma and complex emotional needs�  The committee also 
included this recommendation in its report entitled, School Bullying and the Impact on Mental 
Health, which was published in August of last year�  The Minister discussed this with us on 
several occasions during her appearances before the committee�  I understand that the Minister 
is liaising with the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, as counselling services fall within the remit 
of the Department of Health�  I would ask that there is a genuine will and joined-up thinking 
between the Minister and the Minister of State, between their Departments and between their 
respective officials to make the provision a reality, even on a pilot basis initially.  I am utterly 
convinced from the evidence I have heard, from a diverse range of organisations and individu-
als, that this service is urgently and desperately needed across the country�  One trusted individ-
ual on site, with the requisite professional training and expertise, could make all the difference 
in a child or young person’s life�

The provision of hot meals to vulnerable students should be expanded to cover periods of 
school closures and holidays, and a hot meals programme should be rolled out nationally to 
all schools on a phased basis�  I know this is a matter for the Department of Social Protection 
as well�  The provision of hot meals in schools has been expanded from 6,600 primary school 
pupils in 2019 to more than 55,000 in 2022�  The committee warmly welcomes this increase 
but would like to see it rolled out across all primary and post-primary schools�  This would be 
transformative to children’s lives and meet the commitment in the programme for Government 
to “Work across government to address food poverty in children and ensure no child goes hun-
gry.”  Sitting together and eating a hot meal every day would also be very beneficial in foster-
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ing a positive school and food culture and good mental health�  School meals are the norm in 
most European countries and I ask the Minister to work with the Minister for Social Protection, 
Deputy Humphreys, to make sure this is rolled out�  I would like to compliment the Minister 
and the Minister for Social Protection, Deputy Humphreys, for their work in this area thus far 
and I know a lot more has to be done�

The Department of Education should undertake a review of primary and secondary school 
funding.  The committee believes that schools were faced with significant challenges of clo-
sures and reopenings during the pandemic.  Proper financial and staffing resources must be 
made available to ensure the additional leadership and management posts can be put in place�  
These are fundamentally important as we face into the future�  It is neither fair nor sustainable 
that school principals are, in many cases, being asked to carry the enormous burden of keep-
ing their schools open alone�  The Education (Student and Parent) Charter Bill 2019 should be 
enacted as soon as possible and then fully implemented as a key priority for Government�  The 
committee believes that this Bill would play a pivotal role in improving how schools engage 
with students and their parents�  It also sends out a strong message that parents are valued mem-
bers of the school community�  I would ask the Minister to proceed with the Bill’s enactment as 
a matter of urgency�

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, NCCA, senior cycle review advisory 
report was to be published by the end of June 2021, with due regard to the need for continu-
ous assessment, increased vocational options and international best practice�  The report still 
has not been published.  I have urged the Minister and her officials to publish the report and I 
know a lot of work is going on behind the scenes in the Department of Education on this issue�  
I again urge the Minister to publish that report as soon as possible�  The Department of Educa-
tion should have published the final guidelines on the use of reduced timetables in schools by 
the end of March 2021�  The committee is happy to note that these guidelines were published 
in September 2021�

The Department of Education should update the 2013 anti-bullying procedures for prima-
ry and secondary schools to include guidelines for addressing homophobia and transphobia�  
School bullying, including cyberbullying, increased during Covid-19�  This is a real issue that 
the committee discussed, specifically the issue of online bullying during the pandemic.  The 
joint committee went further in examining the 2013 report entitled School Bullying and the 
Impact on Mental Health and the proposed audit of the action plan on bullying, also from 2013�  
The committee is happy that school bullying is being treated as a wholly separate item in school 
inspections and that there will also be incidental bullying inspections�

I also commend the Minister on announcing that the inspectorate will publish a composite 
report on the inspections.  In addition, the committee supports the Minister in her efforts not 
simply to tackle school bullying but to foster positive school cultures, where mutual respect 
prevails and bullying is simply not tolerated�  I am also pleased with reports that the Minister 
will shortly bring proposals to Cabinet to establish a steering group on the issue, taking account 
of the committee’s report and recommendations�  I thank the Minister for taking the commit-
tee’s work on board.  I know she feels strongly about it, as do her Department officials and 
everyone in the Department�  It is a real issue, which is clear to anyone who saw the story on 
“Prime Time” last night on the effects of school bullying.  I would like to compliment the par-
ents of that child for coming out last night to tell their story and for having the strength to do so�  
That is the only way we will combat school bullying, which was a huge issue during Covid-19�
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Air monitors and meters, or both, should have been installed in all primary and post-primary 
schools by the end December 2021, ensuring proper ventilation in classrooms.  Before I finish, 
I would like to refer to an issue that the joint committee was not aware of when publishing the 
report�  The Libraries Association of Ireland, LIA, school group branch has corresponded with 
the committee recently regarding the need to increase the number of school libraries�  I strongly 
believe that encouraging reading and developing a love for books is fundamentally important, 
especially, as I think we all agree, as children and young people are spending far too much time 
on technological devices nowadays�  That feeds into school bullying and access to social media 
platforms, etc�  I encourage the Minister to look at the proposal from the LIA�  Libraries are safe 
and calm places that encourage learning but also foster positive mental health�  I implore the 
Minister to honour the commitment from the 2005 DEIS action plan to extend the number of 
junior certificate school programme, JCSP, libraries from 30 to 50, with a view to further roll-
ing out school libraries nationwide�  The goal of the JCSP library project is to foster a lifelong 
joy from reading and to give students the tools they need to successfully navigate their world 
as 21st century learners�

The joint committee asks that immediate action is taken to implement all the recommenda-
tions in the report.  I know it is difficult to implement all of the recommendations and I know 
the Department is working on some of them�  There are some important recommendations in 
the report that can be implemented and that would make a huge difference to the lives of stu-
dents and teachers and to school life in general�  It is imperative that these key national issues 
are treated as a matter of top priority by the Department of Education�  As I have said before, 
young people are our future�  Let us use the lessons learned in the pandemic to give them a 
future that this country and our citizens can be proud of�  I thank the committee members, the 
Cathaoirleach, the Minister and her officials for appearing before the committee.  I know they 
will continue to do that into the future�

19/01/2022LL00200An Cathaoirleach: I thank the Deputy for outlining those ten key recommendations, the 
elements that have been implemented and those elements that are awaiting implementation�  
The proposer will be able to come back in again but in the meantime the Minister can address 
the issues that have been raised�

19/01/2022LL00300Minister for Education  (Deputy  Norma Foley): This is my second time in this Chamber 
today�

19/01/2022LL00400An Cathaoirleach: I apologise to the Minister for a bad scheduling error on my behalf�

19/01/2022LL00500Deputy  Norma Foley: I am happy to be here�  I took the opportunity earlier today to extend 
my good wishes for the new year to everyone gathered in the Chamber and I do likewise now�  
It is always a pleasure to be in the Seanad�  I particularly thank the Cathaoirleach for the invita-
tion to join Senators to reflect on the joint committee’s report, one year on from its adoption.  I 
am pleased to be joined by the Chair of the committee and I thank him for his presence and his 
presentation�

As Senators know, the continued safe and sustainable operation of schools has been a key 
priority for me as Minister for Education, and for the Government, throughout the pandemic�  
That we are discussing the report on the first day of business for the Seanad in this new year 
speaks to the importance that Senators also attach to this, and I want to acknowledge their ongo-
ing and significant commitment to all issues pertaining to education.
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6 o’clock

I also acknowledge the hard work and commitment of the education partners, working to-
gether with the Department of Education and with public health, to ensure that our schools have 
reopened following the Christmas break�

  Since the report was published, a number of additional measures have been put in place 
in schools, and I wish to use the opportunity today to inform Senators of those measures�  As 
outlined, the report was divided into three modules.  I will speak first about module 1, which 
dealt with “Ensuring that schools are open in a manner which is both safe and sustainable”, with 
a focus on Covid measures in particular�  Module 2 dealt with matters relating to the leaving 
certificate and module 3 dealt with a number of non-Covid related items.

  On module 1, and as I have mentioned previously, the continued safe and sustainable 
operation of schools has been a key priority for me and for the Government�  The approach to 
supporting schools to operate safely during Covid-19 has been to follow and implement public 
health advice�  In its report, the joint committee emphasised the importance of adequate fund-
ing at both primary and secondary level.  I am aware of the very significant costs incurred in 
keeping schools safe during Covid-19 and my Department has committed to ensuring that the 
full range of measures necessary to allow schools to operate safely in the Covid-19 environment 
will continue to be available for the 2021-22 school year�

  A range of supports is being made available to schools to provide for enhanced cleaning, 
PPE and hand hygiene, as well as enhanced supervision�  For example, more than €122 million 
of capitation funding has been made available to primary and post-primary schools to cater 
for PPE and hand sanitiser requirements up to the end of the current school year�  This enables 
schools to have available a stock of adequate PPE, where required, on an ongoing basis�  Pay-
ments in regard to the second term of the 2021-22 school year, which covers the period January 
to March 2022, issued recently to all schools�

  Since the report was published last year, NPHET has also reviewed its advice on face 
masks in the context of the Omicron variant�  It has been advised by the CMO that all face cov-
erings, including cloth face coverings, offer significant protection against Covid-19.  The CMO 
further advises that anyone who wishes to wear a medical grade face mask or respirator mask 
instead of a cloth mask should do so.  Schools have been advised that where staff prefer to wear 
medical grade face masks, they can be sourced from the procurement framework in place for 
schools�  Children in third class and above now also wear face masks in school, as advised by 
public health�

  Strong communication with schools and strong engagement with students, parents and staff 
is vital to ensuring that the experience of our schools is one that is as positive, responsive and 
supportive as possible for both students and their parents�  This is of critical importance, both 
during exceptional circumstances such as the current pandemic and more generally�  A com-
munication and awareness campaign has been launched to remind parents and the wider school 
community of important public health messages aimed at reducing the impact and spread of 
Covid-19�

  As I am sure Senators will be aware, since the joint committee recommended in its report 
that air monitors should be installed in all primary and post-primary schools, the roll-out of 
CO2 monitors to primary and post-primary schools commenced in August 2021�  Over 37,500 
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CO2 monitors have been dispatched to schools nationwide�  The Department of Education has 
provided schools with detailed guidance about the practical measures schools should deploy to 
ensure good ventilation while ensuring an appropriate balance between ventilation and comfort�  
To provide additional support in the context of Covid-19, the payment of an enhanced minor 
works grant totalling €45 million for primary schools and special schools, plus once-off Co-
vid-19 minor works funding of €17 million for post-primary schools, was issued in December 
2021.  Given that each school setting is different, individual schools are best placed to decide 
how best to use this funding to address their particular needs�  Specialist advice or assistance 
of a chartered engineer or registered architect is an important source of support for schools�  
This will help to ensure that appropriate solutions are being put in place to address specific 
ventilation issues, including advice on whether a HEPA air cleaner unit is required to deal with 
a poorly ventilated room�  My Department continues to engage with expert groups to ensure 
guidance provided to schools is based on the most up-to-date information available�  The De-
partment also continues to engage with and support schools on this matter�

  The Covid-19 pandemic and associated school closures have had adverse consequences for 
many children and their families.  However, the effect on children with complex special educa-
tional needs and those at greatest risk of educational disadvantage is even greater�  My Depart-
ment provided a number of additional supports for children with special educational needs and 
those at risk of educational disadvantage in the 2020-21 school year�  This included provision 
for enhanced digital communication, teaching and learning platforms�  Additional guidance was 
provided for schools on how to provide for the continuity of schooling for pupils with special 
educational needs�  The Department also put in place a supplementary programme to provide 
additional support to pupils who have complex needs, which was availed of by over 14,000 
pupils, and an expanded summer programme which saw an increase of 65% in the number of 
pupils availing of the programme�  The Covid learning and support scheme, or CLASS, has 
been introduced for the 2021-22 school year to mitigate the adverse effects on pupils’ learning 
loss and well-being arising from the periods of school closures�

  Given the current case numbers, the Department recognises that schools will continue to 
require additional substitute cover in the period leading up to the mid-term break to assist in 
dealing with absences during this phase of the pandemic�  A range of measures have been put 
in place to assist schools in this regard�  Schools have been advised that they should maximise 
the provision of in-person teaching and learning for as many students as possible in these cir-
cumstances�

  With regard to school transport, the Department engaged intensively with Bus Éireann 
in regard to the logistics for the safe operation of school transport scheme services for the 
2021-22 school year�  In line with the lifting of restrictions on public transport, implementa-
tion commenced after the October mid-term break for post-primary school transport services 
to resume operating at 100% capacity.  All other measures relating to hygiene, pre-assigned 
seating, cleaning and the wearing of masks by post-primary students remain in place, subject 
to further review.  With regard to primary transport, measures relating to hygiene, pre-assigned 
seating and cleaning continue to be in place also�  The Department continues to provide funding 
for all additional hygiene measures required on school transport services, including the neces-
sary funding to ensure all bus drivers and bus escorts receive the requisite PPE�  The required 
funding to schools and school bus contractors has been provided for this purpose.  With regard 
to post-primary special needs transport services, the Department is working with schools on a 
case-by-case basis where such services may be required to continue operating at 50% capacity.
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  With regard to the impact of the pandemic on last year’s State examinations, in particular 
the leaving certificate, I am very aware that all students have experienced a degree of disruption 
to their teaching and learning�  A key priority for the Government was ensuring that the 2021 
leaving certificate cohort was treated as fairly and equitably as possible, having regard to the 
adverse impact of Covid-19.  Students were offered both the option of doing the leaving certifi-
cate examinations and receiving accredited grades�

  Looking ahead towards this year’s examinations, in response to the ongoing degree of 
disruption to students who are due to sit State examinations in 2022, details were announced 
in August 2021 of adjustments to the assessment arrangements for the junior cycle and leaving 
certificate of 2022.  The adjustments made ensure that the overall structure of the examinations 
remains intact but will allow for greater choice for students�  The level of adjustment is similar 
to that applied to the assessment arrangements for the 2021 examinations that were announced 
in December 2020.  I also announced that an alternative set of leaving certificate examinations 
will be run in 2022, shortly after the conclusion of the main set of examinations�  This will be 
available to certain students who are unable to sit the main set of examinations due to close 
family bereavement, Covid-19 illness and certain other categories of serious illness�  On 20 De-
cember last, a further announcement was made regarding the arrangements for leaving certifi-
cate oral examinations in Irish and the modern foreign languages, and the practical performance 
tests in leaving certificate music.  These will now take place outside of school time over the first 
week of the school Easter holidays, with the examinations running in schools during the six-day 
period, Saturday, 9 April to Thursday, 14 April, inclusive�

Holding these examinations over Easter and outside of school time will minimise disruption 
for students and schools�  The State Examinations Commission, SEC, will issue further details 
regarding the 2022 examinations, guided by prevailing public health advice�

The Department of Education continues to engage with education stakeholders in relation 
to planning for the 2022 State examinations�  The advisory group on planning for the examina-
tions has been and continues to be centrally involved�  The membership of this group includes 
representatives of students, parents, teachers and school leaders, as well as representatives from 
the SEC, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, NCCA, the Higher Education 
Authority, HEA and my own Department�  A further meeting of the advisory group is planned 
to take place tomorrow�

In my remaining time I would like to address briefly the recommendations in the final mod-
ule of the joint committee’s report�  In particular, I wish to deal with the recommendations on 
reduced timetables and their use in schools. I am happy to confirm that guidelines and a circular 
on the use of reduced timetables were issued to schools in September of 2021�  Having allowed 
time for implementation, these guidelines came into effect from 1 January 2022.

A new online course for primary and post-primary teachers addressing the topic of cy-
berbullying is under development�  The course will be provided this year by the Professional 
Development Service for Teachers, PDST, technology in education team on its online platform 
teachercpd.ie.  I have also asked my officials to commence a review of my Department’s 2013 
action plan on bullying and the 2013 anti-bullying procedures for primary and post-primary 
schools�  This review will take account of developments and relevant research since the ac-
tion plan and procedures were published in 2013 and will specifically consider areas such as 
cyberbullying and gender identity bullying�  The review will also give detailed consideration to 
the recommendations contained in the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education, Further and 
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Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science report on school bullying and its impact 
on mental health, which was published in August 2021�  I am very aware and fully appreciate 
that any case of bullying is one case too many�  It is an area of important work that we will 
progress as a matter of priority�

I am pleased that budget 2022 provided for an allocation of €18 million for 2022 and €32 
million for 2023 to extend the DEIS programme to further schools with the highest levels of 
disadvantage.  This represents an increase of over 20% in funding for the DEIS programme and 
will enable an expansion in 2022 to additional schools�  This package follows an extensive body 
of work that has been undertaken by the DEIS technical group in relation to the development of 
a model to identify the concentrated levels of disadvantage in our schools�

I thank the Cathaoirleach for the invitation to attend today�  I assure Senators that I and of-
ficials in my Department continue to work hard to address the many challenges of Covid-19 
and to support students and school communities throughout the country�  Again, I reiterate my 
thanks for the hard work being done by public health and our school communities to support all 
the children and young people we serve every day in the education sector�

19/01/2022NN00200Senator  Malcolm Byrne: First, I compliment the work of my Wexford colleague, Deputy 
Kehoe, and the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Inno-
vation and Science�  I also compliment the Minister on her work in this area�

In the context of online bullying, while I welcome the new strategy with regard to bullying, 
a lot of our concern is not so much about the bullying that takes place in the playground but the 
bullying that takes place in the online space�  The Minister may be aware of the tragic case of 
Eden Heaslip that was covered on “Prime Time” where the bullying that happened in the com-
munity continued in the online space.  We need to be able to address that.  The online safety and 
media regulation Bill will be before the Houses quite soon, and one of the issues the Minister 
for Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Deputy Martin, is considering is the 
introduction of an individual complaints mechanism�  She is going to set up an expert panel 
that will include children’s rights representatives to consider how such a mechanism could be 
introduced.  It would be important for the Department of Education to reflect on the concerns 
expressed in the joint committee’s report but also the concerns expressed on behalf of the edu-
cation community as to how that individual complaints mechanism should work�  The social 
media companies have not been responding in an effective way to address this problem which is 
why we need an independent complaints mechanism�  I hope the Department of Education will 
engage with the process when the Minister announces the expert panel and when the legislation 
is being debated in the Houses�

Whatever about the question of the leaving certificate model for 2022, it is accepted that 
leaving certificate reform is necessary and I welcome the fact the Minister is committed to it.  
We need to look at new ways of assessing how students have performed at second level, par-
ticularly in terms of measuring core competencies and key skills�  The traditional model, which 
has effectively been in place since 1925, needs to be changed significantly.  I welcome the fact 
the Department is beginning that process�  I also welcome the Minister’s collaborative approach 
and the fact she is always very keen to involve as many people as possible�

In one sense, we have been lucky with the leaving certificate for the past two years, even 
with some of the grade inflation we have seen, because the Government has expanded the num-
ber of higher education places and significantly improved the apprenticeship and further educa-
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tion and training models�  The fact that, two years ago, 5,000 additional higher education places 
were provided and, last year, 3,000 additional places were provided made a real difference.  
While I appreciate this is not directly the concern of the Minister for Education, we still have to 
address the crisis of funding in the higher education space�  The Minister for Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science, Deputy Harris, said 2021 would be the year the 
issue around higher education funding would finally be addressed, five years after the Cassells 
report was published�  As I said, I appreciate this is not the direct concern of the Department of 
Education but it obviously relates to some of the concerns being expressed about the leaving 
certificate at the moment.  I would ask that the concerns expressed in this debate would be taken 
on board by the Government.  While we welcome the fact there has been an expansion in the 
number of places, we want a quality higher education experience for students�  The Government 
needs to address the funding question in higher education�

I wish to turn now to the crucial issue.  We are all talking to many people within the edu-
cation community at the moment, especially students�  The Minister has adopted a very col-
laborative approach�  It is important to listen to all of the views of all the partners in education�  
The Minister has been right to listen particularly closely to the views of the Irish Second-Level 
Students’ Union, ISSU.  Given the extent to which students and young people have suffered, 
not just academically and educationally but also in terms of a range of other areas affecting their 
personal development over the past two years, it is appropriate to consider the hybrid model 
or adapting the leaving certificate exam so that students are given more time or more choice in 
the papers�  The main thing is to get a decision very soon as to what is going to happen in June�  
Clarity must be provided within the next two to three weeks so that everybody knows the rules 
of the game over the next few months�  The Minister is right to engage with everyone and to 
listen to their concerns but do we need clarity.  It is only fair, not just to the leaving certificate 
students but also to junior certificate students.  They need to know the rules of the game so that 
they can prepare accordingly�

The Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 
and Science expressed concerns around the issue of educational disadvantage.  We do not know 
the full extent, as yet, of the impact of Covid-19 or the fallout from it�  There are students who 
will have had no problem keeping up as they learned at home and I was very struck by the re-
marks made by Professor O’Mahony�  However, there are students who will fall behind if they 
do not have access to their teachers or a classroom environment�  Educationally, emotionally 
and socially many students have been unable to develop to the full of their potential�  It is criti-
cal for society generally but, in particular, the education system that we ensure that over the 
next number of years supports are put in place so that if young people have lost out during the 
period of Covid, it is not something that will have an impact on them for the rest of their lives�  
Yes, we can never replace what has happened over the last two years�  I know that the Minister 
was able to do it with the July provision and a lot of the work that was there but we have got to 
ensure that no student or young person is left behind.  We have got to be sure that coming out 
of this, and recognising the sacrifices that young people have made, we as a Government and a 
country provide the maximum number of opportunities for young people�  The Minister’s ap-
proach in putting the student and the learner at the centre of that discussion has been the right 
one, and I am certain that she will continue to do so�

Finally, I wish to reiterate, as colleagues have done, that the decision, regardless of what it 
is, should be made as soon as possible to provide certainty�

19/01/2022OO00200An Cathaoirleach: I know that colleagues are questioning some of the format of this�  As 
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it is entirely different due to the fact that we have the Chair of the committee and the Minister 
here, it does not run in the normal format that we would all be used to�  I know that Members are 
talking about education and the report itself but the motion is about the recommendations of the 
report and the report so I ask Members to continue to look at those recommendations�  I thank 
the Minister again and colleagues for outlining the various modules and the recommendations 
that have been made, and what has been done in terms of each of them�

I call on Senator Rónán Mullen and he has eight minutes.

19/01/2022OO00300Senator  Rónán Mullen: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Aire agus roimh Chathaoirleach an choiste, 
an Teachta Kehoe�

As a member of the education committee, I am very glad that this report is before the House�  
As we see talk of the removal of restrictions in the coming months I hope that we take the op-
portunity to look back on all aspects of how the pandemic was handled, particularly the impact 
of Covid-19 on the education system.  While much of this report is, by its nature, specific to 
Covid, many aspects will continue to be relevant in a more general sense into the future�  I refer, 
for example, to the digital divide, equitable access to learning technology, the issue of cyberbul-
lying in schools and the structure of the leaving certificate, which the committee has looked at 
and is looking at�  These are all issues that will require our attention on an ongoing basis into 
the future�

I am glad to see that the report explicitly mentions that NPHET has stated that schools 
should remain open even during a full level 5 lockdown�  I welcome the recognition that there 
is a cost to restrictions�  I mean that decisions made in terms of them must balance this cost 
against their benefit.

The report recommends an update to the 2013 anti-bullying procedures to include guide-
lines for addressing homophobia and transphobia�  It was an eye-opening experience to listen 
to accounts of bullying suffered by students in schools and in the online spaces where students 
share their lives�  I refer to the module that we did on bullying�  However, I would caution 
against being overly specific when it comes to enumerating the pretext for bullying for two 
reasons: first, because it varies from situation to situation; and second, because it can end up 
giving the impression that there is a hierarchy of concern�  This is an issue that should always 
be driven by student welfare and not by the prevailing politics of the time�  Let me give an 
example�  The education committee heard that there is evidence that people are being bullied 
because of their religious commitment or affiliation.  There is some evidence of that which has 
come forward�  I do not want to see a culture where people suddenly see themselves as victims 
of bullying�  I want to see a culture where there is zero tolerance of bullying�  I want to see 
schools being supported with strategies that apply to all sorts of pretexts for bullying, whether 
it is a person’s physical characteristics, perceived sexual orientation, religious commitment, 
nationality or whatever it is.  The more specific we get, the more we risk saying to some groups 
in society that they are less important or the problem they might have is less important than the 
problem somebody else has.  I caution strongly against that.  We need to focus on new areas 
where bullying takes place or new contexts for bullying, and cyberbullying pre-eminently.  We 
must take account of the fact that from time to time there will be different types of pretexts for 
bullying but what is important here is to give schools the resources and the strategies that will 
apply to any kind of bullying�  I say that because the fundamental idea is that what we are here 
to do is promote a culture of equal respect for each person�  It does not matter what the pretext 
for bullying is�  It is a general strategy against bullying of any kind that we always need to keep 



19 January 2022

47

the emphasis on�

There has been much discussion recently about changing the culture and showing respect to 
people�  That acknowledges a truth that acts of violence or targeted attack, verbal or physical, 
do not happen in a vacuum and instead are a product of a culture that has not instilled a sense 
of the inherent dignity of every man and woman, and fails to instil a respect for that dignity�  
We must rediscover the golden rule to treat others as one would like to be treated oneself.  That 
rule has to be front and centre�  I would love to see a move towards bringing about a culture of 
respect and honour among peers in our schools, and I think that the schools are already doing 
great work in that area�  I mean that the idea of carrying out an act of bullying would be seen 
to be always something out of the question and beyond the pale of respectability, regardless of 
any traits, perceived traits or difference in the other person.

In a related vein, the report recommends the provision of “emotional counselling and thera-
peutic supports” for all primary and secondary schools�  The mental health of all people has had 
more attention paid to it over the past years than ever before, and the health of our children is 
of the utmost importance�  Much of this rising awareness has to do with the rising prevalence 
of mental health issues�  More and more young people experience problems with their mental 
health than ever before�  Perhaps in the same way as with the issue of bullying, we would be 
well served by taking a step back and asking ourselves why this is happening and what the 
causes are�  As I asked in an earlier debate today, we rightly champion and celebrate the ways 
in which society appears to have improved over time but are there questions that we need to 
ask ourselves about how society and culture has disimproved?  We need to be very honest and 
analytical about that�

It is vitally important that those who need targeted help in the area of mental health receive 
it, and schools will certainly have a role to play in providing this for their students�  At the same 
time, it would be prudent to investigate what can be done to foster and encourage lifestyle 
choices that may lead to fewer people requiring such targeted services�  I say that because we 
know that our mental health is well served by many things, including getting enough sleep, 
exercising regularly, limiting time spent on screens and using digital technology, having a bal-
anced diet, engaging in physically and mentally engaging hobbies, and having close personal 
friendships, etc�  This needs to be seriously emphasised across society�  Of course, students are 
very important vectors for the facilitation and encouragement of those goods�  

The idea of the digital divide, and the different levels of access to technology, or IT devices, 
across schools and families, will only become more pressing as time goes on�  There is an in-
creasing prevalence of blended learning, with online teaching forming a part of the teaching and 
learning process�  That had to be the case during Covid�  It is good in many ways but risks leav-
ing behind those students who cannot engage in such learning for various reasons�  Sometimes 
the reasons are economic or familial, or relate to their social circumstances�  Sometimes there 
are personal reasons.  We must be aware that blended learning can be a blessing and a curse.  
While it will take some amount of Government expenditure to address the digital divide and 
furnish disadvantaged students with devices to access online learning, for example, we must 
go there�  I feel that there are few better ways to spend Government funds than to ensure every 
child can receive an education�

Lastly, as we look to the future, the experience of the past two years of the leaving certifi-
cate has raised questions about its format and how that can be improved�  The committee will 
produce another report on that very topic�  It has been interesting to hear the ideas put forward 



Seanad Éireann

48

by witnesses and I look forward to seeing what changes could be made�  As bizarre as it may 
sound, we need to take advantage of the opportunity that Covid-19 has presented, for all the ills 
it has brought to us and our society�

19/01/2022PP00200Senator  Aisling Dolan: I am sharing time with Senator Maria Byrne�

19/01/2022PP00300An Cathaoirleach: Is that agreed?  Agreed�

19/01/2022PP00400Senator  Aisling Dolan: I welcome the Minister, Deputy Foley, to the Seanad�  This is our 
first motion of 2022.  I also welcome Deputy Kehoe from the Joint Committee on Education, 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science�

This report deals specifically with impacts during the first part of lockdown.  This report was 
produced this time last year, on 14 January 2021�  It refers to the impact on our children and 
young people in primary and secondary schools�  I acknowledge the work that has been done in 
the Minister’s office and the Department of Education in the nearly two years that have passed 
since March 2020 to allow students to study from home and to prioritise the opening of schools, 
where possible.  I acknowledge our teaching staff, principals, caretakers and everyone else who 
helped schools to reopen and maintain safe social distancing�  However, we know that absences 
from school have been detrimental for our children�  There have been challenges in terms of the 
changes in routine for all children, including those in special needs schools�  

In the Minister’s contribution to the Seanad, she mentioned three modules before she spoke 
to the recommendations of the report�  I welcome the €122 million of capitation funding that 
was made available to primary and post-primary schools, as the Minister mentioned�  She also 
talked about face masks and their importance in reducing the spread of Covid-19�

Communications arose as an issue on the most recent occasion the Minister was in the Se-
anad Chamber with regard to the tenor of some of the circulars that were provided to principals�  
We would like that to be improved within the Department in the year ahead if further circulars 
are required�

The Minister also mentioned ventilation and the numbers of CO2 monitors that have gone 
out to schools�  She also spoke about the minor works grant for primary schools and special 
schools, totalling €45 million�  Of course, that funding is absolutely crucial because the num-
bers of students in some of our primary schools are getting higher, especially in some rural 
areas, at a time when we do not have enough teachers to meet the demand�

The Minister also spoke about substitute cover and I would like to learn a little more about 
how that process is working now at primary school level, considering the Covid-related ab-
sences we are seeing.  She mentioned previously that we are going to be bringing in final year 
students to give support in that regard�  She has also referenced school transport�

The Minister also spoke about the notice we are going to get about the leaving certificate.  I 
understand well the challenges we have in terms of the lack of data for the cohort who will sit 
their junior certificate examinations this year.  We need greater choice for students.  The Minis-
ter mentioned that the approach will be similar to that taken last year in terms of the questions 
on the examination paper�  However, we need information about the assessment arrangements 
and so on as soon as possible�  It is causing distress and anxiety for students, particularly where 
I come from�  I regularly meet students who tell me that�
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Senator Malcolm Byrne mentioned funding�  I was pleased that over 6,000 places for stu-
dents were provided within our higher education institutes over the past two years to account 
for the accredited grading system�  It is going to be very challenging to provide something like 
that again this year�  Over 6,000 places have been provided by our higher education institutes 
and by the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science�

The issue of bullying was one of the recommendation points I wanted to bring up and the 
Minister has referenced it�  She mentioned the PDST technology and education team�  My 
question relates to FUSE, the evidence-based programme from Dublin City University, DCU�  
We heard from representatives of FUSE, the anti-bullying and online safety programme, at the 
education committee on numerous occasions last year�  FUSE had a very strong programme�  Is 
investment going to be rolled out for that particular programme, particularly at regional level?  
It has engaged with only 4,000 schools at secondary school level�  Barnardos’ Roots of Empa-
thy programme is another strong programme.  Are supports available for Barnardos in its efforts 
to address bullying at primary school level?

One of the other recommendations was gathering data�  The Minister has spoken about re-
views that will be done in the Department and, of course, I appreciate the value of reviews and 
gathering evidence�  However, we also need to gather data from our schools on the incidences 
of bullying in those schools�  The committee Chairperson, Deputy Kehoe, mentioned the pro-
gramme that was shown on “Prime Time” last night and the issue of bullying that is happening 
in many of our schools�  The Minister mentioned that one case of bullying is too many�  The 
committee, in its report, suggested one in three students, if not more, has experienced bullying�  
There are high levels of bullying at a worldwide level�  It is incredible that it is happening in our 
schools, particularly in online and cyber forums�

The Minister mentioned that €80 million is available for the expansion of the delivering 
equality of opportunity in schools, DEIS, programme.  What is the timeline for that?  We have a 
DEIS level 1 school in Ballinasloe�  There are no supports for DEIS at secondary school level�  
When will that be done?  When will those schools be included?

Digitalisation is important as we see acceleration in many areas.  We need broadband rolled 
out for our schools�  I will pass over to my colleague, Senator Maria Byrne, and if there is time, 
I might come in again at the end of her contribution�

19/01/2022PP00500Senator  Maria Byrne: I am delighted to have the Minister and Deputy Kehoe here�  Hav-
ing served previously on the education committee, it is an area close to my own heart�  I am 
still involved in a school in Limerick�  I read the report and found it very interesting�  It took an 
amount of work on the part of the committee so I compliment all who were involved in putting 
this report together.  Two or three things stood out for me.  The first related to special needs as-
sistants, SNAs, and the support around them�  The report also suggested SNAs, principals and 
school boards should be consulted on decision-making�  That was one of the recommendations 
in the report�

The expansion of hot school meals is also mentioned in the report�  The pilot scheme has 
been expanded�  There is a recommendation that it should be expanded further and that is some-
thing I would like to highlight�

I turn to consider bullying and online bullying.  We saw the episode of “Prime Time” last 
night to which Deputy Kehoe referred�  It is frightening�  The school I am involved with in 
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Limerick has used iPads as a method of learning since the very start of the pandemic and it has 
been very successful�  However, because the students have been using iPads from day one, it is 
part of their education and they see it as an educational tool.  The challenge is to find ways to 
show students that media and IT equipment are forms of education and how they can be used 
for the purpose of education�

One line in the report that stood out to me was, “Trauma and mood disorders such as depres-
sion have been identified as being significant factors leading to early school leaving.”  We have 
all heard various reports in that regard�  The families of children who have been self-harming 
or with whom there have been issues have come to me�  Covid has contributed to an increase 
in some of those behaviours�  It is about increasing well-being and support to students who end 
up in this situation�  Some schools have wellness classes�  I know they have been rolled out to 
many schools but not all of them have embraced those classes properly�  Perhaps the Minister 
could think of ways to encourage schools to embrace them fully�

My last point refers to blended learning�  I would like to see an early decision made on the 
leaving certificate.  I have been inundated with calls from students from across Limerick and 
the country.  They want to see a hybrid leaving certificate.

19/01/2022PP00600Senator  Pauline O’Reilly: The Minister is welcome�  I thank the Chair of our committee, 
Deputy Kehoe.  I have enjoyed sitting on the committee.  We work well as a team and do in-
depth work�  Some of the other committee members have spoken before me�  It has been eye-
opening to see things from everyone’s perspective.  We have disagreements and people come 
from different perspectives.  One of the things we can agree on is that there are changes needed 
in the education system.  Work is under way on a report on reform of the leaving certificate.  I 
would welcome an update from the Minister on that�  There is a little bit of siloing going on 
regarding leaving certificate reform in terms of where it sits and who is making the decisions 
around it� 

Some Senators spoke about online learning�  I believe that the future of education increas-
ingly will be online�  The Department needs to embrace that�  There is no way of educating our 
young people unless they are allowed to use those devices�  Senator Maria Byrne spoke about 
the school she is involved with, where since the start of the pandemic students have been using 
iPads or other similar devices�  Likewise this is happening in a school which one of my children 
attends�  It is about teaching a healthy respect for devices, electronics and online learning�  It 
can go really wrong�  It was heartbreaking to watch the parents of Eden Heaslip speak about 
their devastating loss and the bullying of Eden that carried on after school into his homeplace, 
which led to him to feel there was no other option but to take his own life and to die by suicide�  
We all know of those stories.  So many are related to bullying.  There is no doubt but that this 
has continued on throughout the pandemic and, largely, gone unseen.  We probably do not know 
the full extent of it, although we all know that it is a matter that is close to the Minister’s heart�  
I welcome her announcements in regard to dealing with and tackling bullying�  

The Union of Students in Ireland, USI, came before the committee�  They told us that one of 
the issues that they felt was a real legacy of the pandemic was isolation and a lack of communi-
cation with young people�  As members will be aware, I have been chairperson of Home Edu-
cation Network Ireland�  I know hundreds of families across the country who choose to home 
educate their children and have done for many years�  It is really successful�  It is not always 
the best place for every family�  Every family has to make a decision�  Constitutionally, they are 
entitled to make that decision about how to educate their children, but so many were given the 
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opportunity to make that decision and it was foisted upon them and their children�  That has not 
been good for some families, particularly those that are already struggling and young people 
who are already struggling�  On the day the Minister was last in the Seanad before Christmas, 
the report of the Joint Committee on the Key Issues affecting the Traveller Community was 
launched.  The low number of Travellers who reach leaving certificate is of huge concern, as are 
the numbers of Travellers who go on to third-level education�  In primary and second school, 
the number of children who are not getting a full night’s sleep because of their living conditions 
is also a matter of concern�  One particular family is living in a one-bedroom house where four 
children are sleeping on the floor, another is sleeping on the sofa and two others are sleeping in 
the bedroom�  The teenagers in that family fall asleep on the sofa in the afternoon because of a 
lack of sleep.  That has to be tackled.  We need to make sure that this report and other reports 
from the Joint Committee on the Key Issues affecting the Traveller Community are constantly 
reviewed�  That is a commitment�  The chairman of the education committee has given an as-
surance that chairpersons of committees across the board will meet in regard to the Traveller 
community�

Earlier today on the Order of Business I raised the Yellow Flag programme�  I have writ-
ten to the Department of Education with regard to supporting it�  I understand that the Minister 
of State with responsibility for rural and community development, Deputy Joe O’Brien, has 
today spoken to the Minister for Children, Disability, Equality, Integration and Youth, Deputy 
O’Gorman, in regard to further support�  This is a programme on which both Departments could 
collaborate in some way�  The programme is about seeking to educate young people, children 
and teachers, about not only identity-based violence but racism leading to bullying.  Some 27% 
of Traveller parents said that their children had experienced bullying that was identity-based�  
The parents of Eden Heaslip have testified that some of the bullying he endured was around 
religion�  The issue of bullying in regard to religion came up at the committee�  It is something 
I had not considered before.  We have to make sure we are not segregating our children and 
that we are educating people together to appreciate and tolerate other people’s beliefs�  That 
is important�  The Yellow Flag programme has been turned away by 150 schools because they 
do not have the resources to support it�  The programme is dependent on funding from local 
authorities and, therefore, it is very much self-selecting�  This means that schools where there is 
a real diversity of children coming from many different areas are the only ones providing these 
programmes.  We should ensure that all schools, children and teachers understand identity-
based bullying, which may often lead to violence of various sorts�  Those are a few of the issues 
that are really important to me�

Another issue highlighted by the pandemic is our high dependence on school transport�  
Owing to the pandemic, we had to reduce capacity on school transport, and while that was 
the right decision it meant that many children had to be driven to school�  I would like to see a 
collaboration between the Departments of Education and Transport in this area�  I made a bud-
get submission for additional funding for school transport�  If we had a revolutionary school 
transport system in this country, it could end congestion and emissions problems.  Some 30% 
of traffic in the mornings is attributed to children being brought to school.  Children are entitled 
to school transport if they live 4�8 km from their local school based on ethos or 3�7 km from 
their local primary school�  That means that within cities and large conurbations there often is 
no school transport and this is creating significant congestion.  This would be healthier for our 
children in that they could walk to a bus stop and no longer be stuck in cars�  There would be 
less idling of cars outside of schools and this could contribute to the emissions reduction that 
the Department of Education has committed to under the climate action plan�
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19/01/2022QQ00200Senator  Fintan Warfield: I welcome the Minister to the House�  I also welcome Deputy 
Keogh�  The report was published last January following a series of sessions of the education 
committee with children’s rights groups, students, teachers’ unions and student unions�  Many 
of the recommendations centre around providing additional funding to schools for Covid safety 
measures and to allow students to catch up on missed time when schools were closed in 2020�  
The report predated the additional school closures from January to March 2021�

Many vulnerable students fell behind while school buildings were closed�  The report shows 
that some 4,500 children did not return to school when it reopened following Covid closures 
last year�  There is no doubt that contained within this number are vulnerable students who 
may have become disengaged through those closures�  The Covid learning support scheme 
the Minister mentioned is welcome but Sinn Féin believes it does not go far enough to ensure 
children who are at risk of becoming disengaged are supported and included�  It would be naive 
to believe that the regression can be reversed with an additional week or two of tuition in the 
summer or a small number of additional teaching hours through the class scheme, although I 
acknowledge it will undoubtedly be beneficial.

We have an underfunded and overcrowded education system, with the highest class sizes 
in the EU and one in every five primary school children in a class of over 30.  This overcrowd-
ing continues at similar levels in post-primary education�  Valuable summer programmes and 
temporary increase in teaching hours will not prove adequate unless backed up by ongoing 
investment.  Without a drastic reduction in class sizes across the state, our children will con-
tinue to miss out.  Without a corresponding increase in set allocations in our schools, summer 
provision alone will never achieve the aim of fully supporting children with special educational 
needs.  Without an increase in funding for school completion and home school community 
liaison programmes, many vulnerable children may be at risk of becoming disengaged from 
education entirely.  Significant long-term investment in these areas will be crucial to ensuring a 
generation of children do not lose their education to this pandemic�  The main causes Sinn Féin 
have made and which we included in our alternative budget in 2022 were: to provide hot meals 
to all children attending DEIS primary schools; a comprehensive review of special education 
teacher, SET, provision, beginning with a 4% increase in SET allocation, or 554 additional spe-
cial education teachers, and the recruitment of 100 additional home school community liaison 
co-ordinators; and to increase investment in the school completion programme.

Another issue mentioned in this report is putting air monitors in schools by the end of De-
cember 2021.  Many schools are still waiting for HEPA air filtration.  Sinn Féin has been calling 
for this as far back as Christmas 2020�  On 13 December, the Minister announced that schools 
would be receiving additional minor works grant funding which they could use to purchase 
HEPA filtration devices.  However, couching HEPA in terms of minor work grants has added 
massively to the workload of school leaders�  It puts HEPA - we have long known that Covid 
is airborne - in competition with other essential projects within the school, for example, fixing 
a leak or a broken window�  Some principals have used this funding not for HEPA but to meet 
the additional heating costs in the school due to windows being kept open, which is causing 
conflicts among teachers and school leadership about where this money would be best spent.

For those who choose to purchase HEPA filters, the scientific jargon in the guidance docu-
ments to principals is like another language�  The Department could have provided access to 
expert advice which stated in plain English what they needed to buy and where they could buy 
it.  We continue to call on the Minister to procure centrally and distribute these devices.
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Another key recommendation was reform of the leaving certificate.  I raised the call by 
students for a choice in the leaving certificate for 2022 between calculated grades and written 
examinations.  The ISSU has called on the Minister to put in place a hybrid leaving certificate 
model this year.  In a survey of more than 40,000 students, 68% of leaving certificate students 
said they wanted the hybrid leaving certificate.  Leaving certificate students have made it clear 
they need a choice�  The Minister cannot ignore the voices of students in this regard�  I will leave 
it there�  The reality is the level of disruption varies greatly from student to student based in the 
most part on factors entirely outside of their control�  Some students may not have missed any 
class with their teacher while others may have missed weeks�  The only way to ensure fairness 
in terms of the class of 2022 is to give students a choice between written examinations and 
calculated grades�

19/01/2022RR00200Senator  Annie Hoey: I welcome the Minister to the House and welcome the Chair of the 
committee�  I will only cover a couple of points from the report and the recommendations�  It is 
a hefty report and the Deputy read out the ten recommendations from it�

I flag, first of all, the concerns regarding the ability of special needs assistants to maintain 
social distance�  As I stated to the Minister previously, I am in a number of education chats and 
there are many issues coming up�  That seems to be something that is still raising concern in 
terms of special needs assistants, SNAs, feeling constricted, conflicted and unsure of how best 
to protect themselves�  They are doing their very best but it seems to be a conversation that is 
still happening in terms of special needs assistants and the additional personal protective equip-
ment, PPE, they need to be able, as they sometimes do, to get down close with students�  It 
seems to be a conversation that is still ongoing and I am wondering whether the Minister has 
had any further engagement or whether there have been further recommendations in that area 
in relation to SNAs�

There is much reference to online learning, how students are able to learn online and the 
need for online learning to be standardised throughout the country so that students have the 
same opportunity of learning.  This is slightly outside the remit of the Department.  We do not 
have a publicly owned national broadband service and there is disparity in connectivity�  As I 
said, this is beyond the Minister’s remit but this digital divide is inevitably, as we know now, af-
fecting children and young people and their learning opportunities�  Not that it is the Minister’s 
problem to solve, but has she had any conversations with the Minister overseeing the broadband 
roll-out about her concerns?  It is certainly something we have heard of in terms of students not 
being able to access the learning�  Now students are back into schools, it is to be hoped it is not 
too much of an issue�  It is something for the future�  Students are learning online all the time 
now, not only, as we referenced, in the at-home learning that happened for a brief period�

It would be remiss of me, of course, not to talk about the leaving certificate and - something 
that has not a huge amount of airing - the junior certificate.  Not to put another question on the 
Minister’s plate, given she is up to her oxters with the leaving certificate conversation, but has 
there been a conversation around that?  There is a big push, as the Minister will have heard from 
a number of people, around the hybrid leaving certificate and what that will look like.  Has there 
been a conversation about, if there has to be a change, what that change will look like at junior 
certificate level?  The Minister has indicated the option to sit examinations at a different period 
etc�, but has there been any conversation along the same lines as that around the hybrid leaving 
certificate?

I will also briefly reference school bullying.  We all saw that desperately sad video about 
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Eden Heaslip�  I was watching it on my way in this morning�  It is dreadfully sad�  This is some-
what tied to the digital issue.  On digital literacy, there is a difference between the technical 
know-how of how to get online and how to do things and, without wanting to put too lofty a 
term on it, ethical know-how, digital literacy or digital skills that we simply must get to grips 
with�  This is the generation that is growing up online�  The proper training and support for 
teachers is important, as is that digital literacy education and how we are supporting, teaching 
and educating our young people on how to behave online and what to do online�

Senator Pauline O’Reilly mentioned the Yellow Flag programme and Senator Flynn talked 
earlier on today about the Yellow Flag programme and the Traveller mental health strategy.  We 
have talked a lot in this debate about people falling through the gaps - disadvantaged students�  
There is no question about the impact Covid has had on the Traveller community, particularly 
young people in the Traveller community�  A young girl who was only 12 years old took her 
own life in the past week in the Traveller community�  I want to put to the Minister the impor-
tance of programmes such as the Yellow Flag because we are coming out of Covid, our young 
people’s tensions are high ,and people are frazzled learning how to interact and behave online�  
All of these programmes or measures, such as the Traveller mental health strategy and the Yel-
low Flag programme, will be very important as we try to adjust to life post Covid and ensuring 
our young people are able to engage with each other in a mature and grown-up manner that is 
reflective of the diverse society we have today.

I note it is mentioned in the report that emotional counselling support and hot meals and 
services should be an integral part of the education system overall�  I note that the pilot pro-
gramme has been run, but will it ever be truly a viable option for every school to have a hot 
meals programme?  Is that something the Minister would see the Department striving towards?  
Is it realistic given the physical constraints in many of the school buildings?  That is not putting 
the Minister on the spot�  Is it genuinely a goal of the Department to have that for every single 
school?

7 o’clock

  To return to the issue of the leaving certificate, Dr. Niall Muldoon, the Ombudsman for 
Children, stated a few hours ago that he is fully supportive of the demand among leaving cer-
tificate students to a hybrid approach to assessment this year and indicated students must be 
listened to�  Moreover, ISSU survey results indicate that two of three students are calling for a 
hybrid leaving certificate this year.  It is important to reiterate these are not normal times.  The 
leaving certificate is a two-year cycle.  It does not include the junior certificate and cannot be 
shortened to one year or simply fixed with some additional tuition.

  Despite the best efforts of the school community, the Minister and her Department, there 
have been high levels of disruption, mental health challenges and classes missed�  Can we 
honestly say we can return to a “normal” leaving certificate, as if the past two years have been 
normal when we cannot honestly say they have been?  Can we, therefore, with a straight face, 
look to young people and say we will go ahead with the exams as normal, even with the amend-
ments the Minister has proposed?  Either we have a student-centred approach or we do not.  We 
cannot champion the idea students have a voice and then ignore them�  The Minister will hold 
a further meeting about the issue tomorrow.  Will she put forward that student voice such that 
two of three students have said they want the hybrid option, that is, a choice between calculated 
grades or going the whole hog, if that is what they wish?
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19/01/2022SS00200Senator  Mary Seery Kearney: I am sharing time with Senator Conway�

I welcome the Minister and Deputy Kehoe.  I congratulate the committee on a fine report 
into which, clearly, a lot of hard work went�  In anticipation of the motion, I canvassed the views 
of principals and deputy principals in my home region of Dublin South Central in light of the 
recommendations in the report to ascertain their feelings and experiences�  The replies sum-
marise both primary and secondary schools and offer some feedback.

The first issue on the minds of all the secondary school principals and deputy principals 
relates to exams.  A timely decision on the leaving certificate and accredited grades, including 
in respect of the junior certificate, needs to be made, but it cannot be something that has flex-
ibility and uncertainty�  There cannot be a plan A and a plan B�  At this point, we do not know 
for sure that a new variant will not arise and the scientists cannot reassure us of that, so we have 
to make one plan that anticipates that as a possibility given we are still at a precarious stage of 
Covid, even if it is, as I hope, the tail-end of that�  If the decision is that we do not provide a 
hybrid model, although I acknowledge all the indications from students are that this would be 
their preference, an amended curriculum and sample papers need to be provided immediately�  
We cannot delay on that.  We have to remove all this additional Covid-related uncertainty and 
allow students to sit down and get stuck into doing what they are supposed to be doing, namely, 
studying for this big, final exam.  That is the most important issue to highlight.

The circumstances of living with Covid in classrooms and minimising risk are less than 
ideal.  Ventilation funding has not been sufficient.  Some principals feel there is no clear guid-
ance on HEPA filters and at this stage it is entirely unsatisfactory that there still are not enough 
CO2 monitors to provide for every classroom�  Students cannot be expected to endure cold 
classrooms, sitting there in their coats�  That is just not acceptable as an ongoing plan�  There 
is a dearth of information regarding the current self-isolation periods�  As of Monday night this 
week, which is when I last spoke to people who are informed on the matter, no up-to-date guid-
ance on self-isolation periods had been sent to schools.  One principal reported that 9% of her 
student population were out with Covid and she had seen a stark increase in Covid numbers�

With regard to the recommendations on online and blended learning, other Senators have 
spoken about them in the context of those who are socially and financially disadvantaged, who 
have been disproportionately affected.  In many instances, they did not have adequate technol-
ogy to get involved in online learning and this learning deficit has to be addressed.  We need to 
improve teacher ratios and concentrate on delivering equality of opportunity in schools, DEIS, 
schools and the disproportionate effect there has been there.  Special education teachers have 
been diverted into mainstream classes when there are staff shortages and that needs to be ad-
dressed urgently�  Their students, who were already disadvantaged and needed additional sup-
ports, need to get double the additional supports to make up for all they have missed�  There 
have been high numbers of absences among students, and given the continued precarious nature 
of attendance among teachers, schools cannot schedule work in the way they would have done 
in order to catch up on this important material.  We need to consider special education teacher, 
SET, hours assigned to schools and see either a reduction in class sizes or an increase in the 
number of SNAs.  While we are at it, we should thank SNAs for their truly heroic work during 
Covid�  They were out there in the classrooms, not always with the ability to social distance 
given the nature of the support they were giving in some instances�  It is important we recognise 
them and acknowledge the fantastic hard work they have done�

Finally, in the context of this motion, we could not but remember and think about the family 
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of Eden Heaslip�  My question on everything that is being brought forward and done relates to 
where the accountability is for the barbaric treatment of that boy, and of others throughout the 
school system, who have been bullied and are bullied.  Who knows about it and what is being 
done in real time by the adults in schools?  A boy does not come back to class having had his 
head pushed down a toilet without that being noticed�  An accountability mechanism for the 
adults who know needs to be built into the system�

19/01/2022SS00300Senator  Martin Conway: I echo everything Senator Seery Kearney said, which she articu-
lated very well.  This is my first time engaging with the Minister in the Chamber.  She is very 
welcome and I commend her on the work she is doing�  I commend also the education commit-
tee on this important work led by my party colleague, Deputy Kehoe�

There are many lessons to be learned from Covid�  One lesson I hope is learned loud and 
clear is that the first cohort who should have been brought back to school was those with dis-
abilities who need special interventions and education and who benefit from SNAs, as Senator 
Seery Kearney mentioned�  They were the people impacted most from not being in school�  I 
am someone with a disability who attended school in the 1980s and 1990s, when there were no 
SNAs, support teachers, resource teachers or anything like that�  In my school in Ennistymon, 
north County Clare - rural Ireland - I got a visit from a visiting teacher for the blind once or 
twice a year�  To be fair to the other teachers, they stepped up to the plate, and I would not be 
where I am today but for the teachers in Ennistymon, County Clare, who went above and be-
yond the call of duty�

Teachers throughout the system go above and beyond the call of duty but, in particular, the 
SNA system and the resource teachers that now exist create so much equality of opportunity�  
They give people the leg up, the assistance and the supports they need to get to college�  I was 
lucky, I got to college�  I do not know how the hell I did but I did�  It worked out okay and I 
am here today to tell the tale, but not everyone is as determined as that or has the support of 
family, community and so on to achieve that�  The one lesson that needs to be learned from the 
pandemic is that the first layer that must be brought back to school is the pupils who need it 
most.  It is reflective of our education system that the people we brought back first were leav-
ing certificate and junior certificate students.  I can understand why that happened but it is not 
necessarily the best thing for educating our society.  We need a debate and a discussion on the 
future of education�

I have one final comment, although the Minister is probably sick to the teeth of listening to 
me talk.  We need to look at the hybrid model.  To be fair to the young people in fifth and sixth 
years, the crew doing the leaving certificate at the moment are probably the most impacted of 
any of the young people who have gone through the system during the pandemic�  I know it 
is complicated.  There is no junior certificate to base it off and it is not straightforward but the 
Minister might take a look at it and see if there is some way of accommodating that model�  I 
wish the Minister well because it is not easy�

19/01/2022TT00200Deputy  Paul Kehoe: I thank everyone who contributed to the debate, and I thank the Min-
ister for highlighting some of measures the Department has implemented�  Everybody brought 
up the issues of bullying, online bullying and cyberbullying�  That was part of the report�  This 
is a huge issue�  I was bullied in secondary school myself, but fortunately at the time there were 
no online devices or social media�  I was bullied within school, and very badly, by my fellow 
pupils but I was able to rise above it.  I do not often talk about it but it affected me for many 
years.  I therefore have knowledge of the way this affects a huge number of people.  It knocks 
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their confidence, not for months but for years and for the rest of their lives.  It still knocks my 
confidence today.  Last night’s “Prime Time” programme resonated with me.  I note the courage 
of Eden Heaslip’s parents, Maggie and Raymond, and his siblings, Chloe and Finn, for having 
the courage to come out and speak about it, as well as their parish priest who told the story�  
We often say that something is okay and move on to the next thing.  We saw what happened to 
Ashling Murphy last week and the array of support her family got�  Eden Heaslip lost his life as 
well and I would have liked to see his family get the same amount of support Ashling Murphy’s 
got�  That is not to dispel any of that support because it was absolutely fantastic�  This does not 
happen every day but bullying is happening every day in every school throughout the country 
and it has to be wiped out in some way�  I know the Minister will take this issue seriously�  She 
has brought a memorandum to Government specifically on this issue.  I know she and her of-
ficials will do more but we need to keep this issue alive.

On other parts of the report, communication with schools is important�  There has been a 
huge onus and responsibility on school principals over the past two years�  I have spoken to the 
Minister about the larger primary schools where there is one principal and no deputy principals�  
Often there is a walking deputy principal just for the sake of talk�  In contrast, a secondary 
school of 300 or 400 pupils could have a permanent principal and deputy principal, and some 
secondary schools have two or three deputy principals�  In my local primary school in Ennis-
corthy there are almost 1,000 pupils�  There is a principal and teaching vice principals�  These 
larger primary schools need help and support from the Department and that is part of the sup-
port I would love to see put in place�

I am delighted that work will begin tomorrow on the plans for the 2022 leaving certificate.  
I commend the Minister on including the students in that debate last year and I know she will 
do so again this year�  I might not have had a whole lot of sympathy for secondary school stu-
dents, but after speaking to them in a couple of online meetings last year, I did a full 180 and 
had sympathy for them�

I commend the Minister and the Government on the courage they had in early January to re-
open schools�  It was absolutely the correct decision�  A small number of naysayers blamed pri-
mary and secondary schools and third level colleges for the outbreaks and surge in Covid cases 
in November and December�  There is no doubt a large number of cases came out of schools 
but it was not to the extent they claimed.  We saw what happened with the hospitality sector, 
including pubs and so on, in December when there was a surge of cases right across society�  I 
am glad primary schools have opened safely and that we have not had a surge of cases�  Our 
hospitals have not been blocked up because of primary school children or teachers�

I put up a post on Facebook and Twitter about this and I got a huge amount of abuse, with 
people asking what I as an elected representative know about the safety of schools�  I said that 
I was an elected representative who has an opinion and that those people should try it and put 
their name on a ballot paper�  It is very easy for all these people to give abuse�  Now that they 
have been proven wrong, they are very slow to come back and say they were wrong and the 
Minister, the Department of Education and the Government were right�  I can only imagine the 
abuse the Minister got over recent weeks for coming out and saying primary schools would 
open�  She made the right decision and I commend her and the Government on their courage in 
reopening schools in a very safe way.  I was part of the Government when Covid first appeared.  
We did not always get it right but we were dealing with a disease that nobody knew about and 
we did our best, as the Minister and her Government are doing at this time�



Seanad Éireann

58

I thank the Seanad, the Members and the committee members�  I also compliment our clerk, 
Tara Kelly, who is in the Gallery�  She has put outstanding work, beyond the call of duty, into 
compiling this report and all the other reports.  I thank all our staff on the education committee.  
I thank members of the committee for their input and the Minister for her input and for appear-
ing before the committee�  I have no doubt we will see her again over the next while�

19/01/2022TT00300Acting Chairperson (Senator Ned O’Sullivan): I thank all Senators who participated in 
the discussion, especially the committee Chairman, Deputy Kehoe, and the Minister.  We are 
very grateful to her�

Question put and agreed to�

19/01/2022TT00500Acting Chairperson (Senator Ned O’Sullivan): When is it proposed to sit again?

19/01/2022TT00600Senator  Aisling Dolan: Tomorrow at 10�30 a�m�

Cuireadh an Seanad ar athló ag 7.08 p.m. go dtí 10.30 a.m., Dé Déardaoin, an 20 Eanáir 
2022�

The Seanad adjourned at 7�08 p�m� until 10�30 a�m� on Thursday, 20 January 2022�


