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The Seanad has protected us from the herd mentality: it can do so again

CONOR BRADY

OPINION: We should celebrate those who resisted running with the mob and who had the courage to challenge those in power

THERE IS some reassurance in the way the debate on the future of the Seanad has evolved. The initial charge to the executioner’s scaffold in the run-up to the general election has been replaced by a more thoughtful dialogue.

Many will still argue the Seanad has to go. It certainly has to change. Increasingly, over the decades, it became a refuge for party activists who could not make it to the Dáil. It became irrelevant to the public. Many elements of the news media – regrettably – ceased to report it.

But that is not the full reality of the institution that I recall from my days as a reporter on The Irish Times when I would, on occasion, be assigned to cover proceedings in Leinster House. There were the inarticulates, the time-servers and the apparatchiks there. But often the quality of debate was higher than in the Dáil. Sometimes, one had the sense that the best of the members were striving to see to the horizon when most of the TDs were only looking at the immediate ground under their own feet.

I can remember the commitment and eloquence of Owen Sheehy Skeffington. He denounced corporal punishment in the educational system and narrated the brutalities of the industrial schools, long, long before these issues came into general public awareness. He understood human rights before the term was commonplace and before it became devalued. He was the kind of member that justified the existence of the Upper House.

I remember Augustine (“Gus”) Martin, railing against the destruction of Wood Quay while so many of the political ignoramuses wondered what the fuss was all about. I remember Noel Browne castigating his former colleagues who had entered coalition with Fine Gael in 1973 to form the “government of all the talents”. As it turned out, it wasn’t.

There was the softly ferocious Joe Costello, hammering away, when nobody else was interested, about a penal system that had remained largely unreformed since Victorian times. There was Garret FitzGerald, who used his Seanad seat from 1965 to 1969 as his early platform in politics, laying down barrages of criticism on the erratic economic performance of Jack Lynch’s Fianna Fáil administration.

I remember the 14th Seanad (1977) as being especially vibrant and rich in talent. It included Justin Keating, Pat Cooney, Ruairí Brugha, Conor Cruise O’Brien (replaced by Catherine McGuinness in 1979), Trevor West, PJ Mara, TK Whitaker, Valerie Goulding and Gordon Lambert.

Mary Robinson came to the Seanad on the Trinity panel and it was her principal platform as she argued for the liberalisation of laws on personal freedoms and women’s rights.

I remember the Seanad as a starting point for many bright young people who wanted to play their part in public life but who could not break through the cronyism and the party system to secure a Dáil seat.

Ruairí Quinn was nominated in 1976 by the then Fine Gael taoiseach Liam Cosgrave. John Boland, who failed in his bid to take a Dáil seat in 1969 entered the Seanad that year, becoming (at 25) the youngest ever member of the House at that time. Séamus Brennan was nominated by Jack Lynch in 1977, long before he secured his seat in South Dublin. Richard Bruton first entered Leinster House as a member of the agricultural panel.

We should be made cautious by the rush among the political class to despatch the Seanad. Is it not bizarre that where virtually every element of the administration has fallen down in its responsibilities, there has been so much focus on the institution that has done the least harm?

We should be grateful to have had voices in parliament over recent years such as Shane Ross and David Norris, Ronan Mullen, Joe O’Toole and Eoghan Harris, Feargal Quinn and Ivana Bacik. As we blundered deeper into the present morass, they made contributions that stood out from the vacuous party-predictability which has tended to define so much of the business transacted in Leinster House. One may not agree with their every utterance – or indeed any of what they had to say. But they, and perhaps some others, displayed a capacity for independent thought and some resistance to running with the mob.

Is this worth €25 million a year? It is certainly better value than the bloated, top-heavy HSE or many of the expensive, pointless, self-important local authority structures that are supposed to provide services in so many of the smaller counties and towns. There are many other possible comparators.

It would be wrong to ditch the Upper House until some mechanism has been created that can secure a platform for alternative voices. And it would be wrong if the Seanad’s demise were to be effected under an indictment that does not recognise its honourable contribution in the past and its potential for the future.

We need people who are not in thrall to the party machines, who will challenge the stewardship of those in power, while enjoying the protection of parliamentary membership. We need free and independent thinkers. We need more of the spirit of Sheehy Skeffington. 
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Reforming the Seanad

· Madam, – I agree with those who call for reform, not abolition, of the Seanad; a proposal for abolition could function as a lazy sop substituting for wholesale reform of both houses of the Oireachtas.

I would like to support the call for such reform and the six principles outlined by Peter Mooney, Robin Hanan and Seamus Boland, (March 29th). A second house which could freely scrutinise legislation and have some teeth such as power to veto, ought to be totally apolitical – (as should the judiciary and other bodies dealing with sensitive areas of social legislation) – and give voice to citizens’ interests through appropriate groupings representing defined areas both of expertise and of social experience. Regarding the debate on whether it is a whole-time or part-time position, perhaps the former group could be full-time, while the latter would be more part-time? – Yours, etc,

INGRID MASTERSON,

Ardtona Avenue,

Lower Churchtown Road,

Dublin 14.

Madam, – Conor Brady makes an eloquent case for retention of the Seanad based on the benefits of emulating a decent parliamentary tradition established by some senators (Opinion, April 14th).

But surely the more compelling case for retaining the Seanad is grounded on a solid appreciation of bicameralism and the link between this and an appropriate balance of powers between the legislature (parliament) and executive (government). The imbalance that currently favours the executive – both the permanent civil service and transient cabinets – is the most urgent issue of political and constitutional reform facing this country. Over-concentration of power in the executive, with weak and unconnected accountability mechanisms, has been at the root of so many problems resulting from bad and occasionally corrupt decision-making.

Abolishing the Seanad and trimming the Dáil will not address these. If anything, it may exacerbate the problems associated with centralising power. Both the Dáil and Seanad require major reform. That is beyond debate. Such reform must address the over-concentration of power in the executive and avoid the populist option of cutting off a limb to save the body politic. – Yours, etc,

DONNCHA O’CONNELL,

Seanad candidate – NUI Panel,

School of Law,

NUI Galway.

[unpublished] 
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Dear Editor,
Mary O’Rourke in her 1 April article (‘Seanad badly needed in absence of radical parliamentary change’), not unreasonably, complains that her 2004 reform committee report has been ignored. Instead the upper house of the Oireachtas is to be unceremoniously swept away with little or no debate and less justification.

There is certainly a need for reform and the long-delayed extension of the franchise to all graduates. However Ireland’s current crisis has been caused not by its upper house, but by populist politics, unaccountable government and a powerless Dáil, not to mention an ineffectual Department of Finance.
The Seanad has provided, through the university seats, a unique platform for the state’s minorities, its non-conformists, and dissenters - if not its dissidents, as well as differing voices on Northern Ireland. I would therefore oppose its abolition, which is hardly surprising since I am standing as a liberal Unionist from Belfast for one of the three Trinity seats.

In its 1920s creation, the Senate was well stocked with Southern Unionists, like Lord Dunraven, in an attempt to rebuild that community’s confidence after independence. However almost all previous Senators from Northern Ireland have been nominated and were not representative of those who define themselves as Unionists. 
Mary O’Rourke’s committee, when it came to northern opinion being heard in the Seanad, favoured a constitutional provision requiring a given number of members from Northern Ireland. This would have been inflexible differing little from Taoiseach nominations. These have been quite broad and generous in the past, ranging from Maurice Hayes to John Robb and Gordon Wilson, but not to Unionists. 
It may be unfashionable, but an elite constituency like the university seats remains the best way to bring in minority opinion, and even a Unionist, which is why their abolition would actually be retrograde.
Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon
The Irish Times - Friday, April 1, 2011

Seanad badly needed in absence of radical parliamentary change

MARY O'ROURKE

OPINION: It is odd how no party has referred to the thorough cross-party Seanad report of 2004

THIS SO-CALLED census on abolition of the Seanad is lazy and ill-informed. The idea of abolition started over 12 months ago when Enda Kenny (it appears on a whim) made a dramatic announcement on the abolition of the Seanad. Of course, it gained an immediate chorus of approval.
In the recent general election, Fine Gael repeated the mantra of abolition, followed by Fianna Fáil, followed by the Labour Party, which wishes to set up a constitutional conference to discuss all matters relating to the changes in the Constitution.
So far, all these options have one signpost – eventual abolition of Seanad Éireann. In the meantime there is this unseemly carry-on of nominations to the various panels by Fianna Fáil. Fine Gael does its business privately. No one knows until the victors and victims are unveiled – Senator Paul Coughlan being the honourable escapee from Fine Gael machinations some years back. Confusion has grown upon confusion, and it is my belief the end result will not be the clean break as envisaged by Kenny, but an unholy mess.
I believe there is a great need for a properly functioning Seanad, in the absence of more fundamental parliamentary change. It is quite odd how no party in its musings on the Seanad has referred at all to the cross-party Seanad report of 2004. It was the work of Brian Hayes, the then leader of the Independents in the Seanad; John Dardis, Seanad leader of the Progressive Democrats, and this writer in her capacity as leader of the Seanad. The report would have made the Seanad more accountable, transparent and useful to the body politic.
It was thorough, involving the analysis of 11 previous reports on the Seanad, research on upper houses overseas and a public consultation process. Of major importance was the involvement of the public, which was invited to express its views on reform of the Seanad to a committee of the House. We received 161 written submissions and held four days of public hearings.
A striking thing about this process was that very few people called for the abolition of the Seanad. Most wanted it reformed to make it more democratic and relevant to our evolving society. It was also clear from these submissions that Irish citizens saw a major gap between themselves and the Upper House.
Our proposals were intended to bridge this gap. They were radical, involving constitutional change, new legislation and extensive revisions to the Seanad’s standing orders. We argued at length before agreeing a coherent and complete package of recommendations. We strongly believe the recommendations should be implanted as a package.
Our recommendations involved new ways to choose senators involving the public more closely, combined with significant changes to the Seanad’s functions. We believed these changes would give greater public legitimacy to the Seanad.
The significant changes to the functions of Seanad Éireann that we recommended involve the definition of a new role for the House in the areas of legislative consultation, EU affairs, social partnership, North/South implementation bodies, and the scrutiny of public appointments.
This cross-party report is as relevant today as when written. I urge the new Government leaders to read it before irrevocably abolishing the Seanad.
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Reforming the Seanad

· Madam, – There are some who consider the current format of the Seanad to be a “waste of space”.

This may well be the case as it stands, but as a candidate on the Industrial Commercial Panel, I believe there is a wealth of opportunity for our upper house to be used more effectively. I merited the nomination from the Restaurants Association of Ireland based on my experience in the hospitality sector.

I am not a public representative but someone with first-hand experience in the hospitality business who can accurately reflect the views of the sector, at a time when businesses across the country are closing for the last time, while others merely survive. We must utilise the Seanad as a platform to nurture new ideas that will bring growth and jobs back to our shores, ensuring long-term sustainability and competitive advantage amongst global markets.

The list of nominating bodies is one example of the type of reform required for politics today. Pharmaceutical, IT and alternative energy are three sectors that will play a major role in our economic recovery, yet they cannot nominate candidates to represent them. This must change.

We need changes, we need reform, the Seanad can serve an important purpose and has much more to offer than the current perception as a “waste of space”. – Yours, etc,

JOHN CLENDENNEN,

Kinnity,

Co Offaly.

Madam, – As a candidate, I share the concern and frustration expressed by Rosalind Matthews (April 4th) regarding the quantity and accuracy of the election material postage in respect of the Seanad elections.

At the time of the last Seanad election, a number of the candidates including myself, discussed the use of a small booklet to contain a short profile of each candidate, presented in an order to be decided by lottery, with explicit reference to the availability of more information online. This we considered would be a reasonable and equitable solution to the spiralling cost of these elections. The cost of delivering a single booklet instead of dozens of leaflets of varying sizes would be a fraction of the current costs. It was an idea that did not find favour.

Other candidates with considerably greater resources available to them to produce glossier and more extensive material felt that this was not the right approach. While candidates do bear the cost of producing the material, the greater cost is borne by the taxpayer. In the absence of spending limits for the Seanad elections, and the lack of attention being paid to donations made to candidates, were an individual or grouping inclined to purchase a seat in the Oireachtas then this is the best place to do it. Who is to say that it is not being done right now?

As for the accuracy of the addresses, candidates do not address the actual Litir Um Thoghchán themselves: this is done by An Post based on a database supplied by the respective university. As candidates, just like the potential voters, we are entirely at the mercy of these institutions for the accuracy and completeness of this information. The universities claim it is all out of their hands, that they are limited in what they can do to ensure accurate and complete registers by legislation. Yet they are highly effective at lobbying governments to change legislation and decisions when it is a priority for them. Witness the recent reversal of the decision to abolish the NUI.

I hope that these will be the last elections to be conducted in this manner. It is said that democracy and freedom have no price, that shouldn’t mean that you simply throw money at them and hope for the best. – Yours, etc,

DANIEL K SULLIVAN,

Abbeyvale,

Corbally,

Limerick.

Madam,– Mary O’Rourke writes (Opinion, April 1st) that the recommendations of the 2004 Oireachtas cross-party report on the Seanad should be considered instead of the option of abolishing the Seanad.

In July 2007, I wrote to the then minister of the environment, John Gormley asking whether he had any plans to proceed with a referendum on Seanad reform, alluding to recommendations made in the 2004 report and others before it. I suggested the date of the 2009 local and European elections as a suitable one. After the 2007 general election, the main mandate in the Oireachtas that had been garnered from the people was one in preference for Seanad reform.

However, the response to my mail from Mr Gormley’s office indicated that “the programme for government commits the Government to determining the extent of cross-party agreement on the recommendations of the Report on Seanad Reform [from 2004] and to advance proposals for implementation.”.

As indicated in the Irish TimesEditorial of July 8th 2010, which accurately described then ongoing attempts to proceed with Seanad reform as “elusive”, Mr Gormley’s ambition to pursue this avenue did not succeed. The problem with the 2004 report was that although a delegation of Oireachtas members from each party participated, the conclusions of this delegation did not then automatically represent the official positions each participating party individually had on Seanad reform. Essentially, Mr Gormley, no doubt from a well-intentioned but less clinical viewpoint, endeavoured to establish full cross-party agreement to recommendations made in a cross-party report. This was as pedantic as it sounds. Mr Gormley should have proceeded directly to word a referendum question based on the direct implementation of the 2004 cross-party report.

At this stage, the window of opportunity for Seanad reform to be implemented has clearly passed as the consensus among the major parties has moved on to the proposal of abolition of the Seanad. On the issue of proposed changes to how the Oireachtas is elected, the mandate obtained for this policy in the general election recently concluded cannot be ignored. It is clear that a referendum on Seanad reform cannot realistically be initiated during the lifetime of the current Oireachtas before one on abolition.

The key focus at this point therefore, regarding policymaking, should not be Seanad reform, but Dáil reform, as preparations should be made for the aftermath of Seanad abolition, should it be ratified by the people. – Yours, etc,

JOHN KENNEDY,

NUI Seanad Panel Candidate,

Knocknashee,

Goatstown,

Dublin 14.
The Irish Times - Tuesday, March 29, 2011
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Reforming the Seanad

Madam, – We believe that Ireland needs a democratic and effective second chamber.

This means that the Seanad needs to be thoroughly reformed.

The proposal to abolish the Seanad, now part of the programme for government, was announced without any serious discussion on how a reformed Seanad could strengthen democracy and lead to better scrutiny of decisions.

There has been a lot of talk about reform in the Seanad campaign, but little discussion about what this means.

It would be useful for those of us who favour Seanad reform to agree on some basic principles from which we can start a debate on the actual mechanisms for their implementation.

We propose the following six principles:.

1. A reformed Seanad should be elected by all of the people. 2. Senators should continue to have a national, not local, remit. 3. Emigrants who are Irish citizens should be represented in the Seanad. 4. Candidates should be prohibited from standing for both Dáil and Seanad within a set number of years. 5. A reformed Seanad should have strengthened powers of inquiry and a specific remit to hold hearings to scrutinise key public appointments, the process for allocating major State contracts, and important public policy decisions. 6. A reformed Seanad should be gender-balanced. We would welcome the views of other candidates and the public generally, so that we can establish the common ground for a campaign for an effective, democratic Seanad. – Yours, etc,

PETER MOONEY, (NUI Panel) Senate Candidate, 

ROBIN HANAN (Trinity Panel), Trinity Senate Candidate

SEAMUS BOLAND, (Administrative Panel), Independent candidates for Seanad Éireann,

Ardmore Crescent,

Bray, Co Wicklow.
Reform of the Seanad
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Madam, – If I may respond to the call of Peter Mooney, Robin Hanan, and Seamus Boland for views on Seanad Éireann reform (March 29th). I have two votes in the forthcoming election for the Seanad. This is because I am a registered graduate of both Dublin University (Trinity College Dublin) and the National University of Ireland (University College Dublin) and so I can vote for candidates on the panels for those bodies. However, I will not be using any vote for any candidate running for the panels. I have returned the voting papers to the issuing bodies concerned, asking that I also be removed from their register of voters from now on.

Why? Simply because having reviewed yet another paper mountain of election literature from 40 or 50 candidates (I have lost count), I can see no genuine commitment to eliminating the current rotten borough arrangement in favour of something that is fair and representative of all graduates (or indeed other stakeholders) in third-level education in Ireland. Why should I have two votes when another third-level graduate has none at all? Candidates, please spare me all the “right on” or right wing electioneering rhetoric. What is going on here is unfair.

The final straw for me was the refusal of Trinity College Dublin’s Seanad Electoral Office to provide me with a list of the Trinity candidates’ nominees and assessors so that I could make a fully informed decision about whom I might vote for. I did not consider this an unreasonable request. Yet, despite two attempts, I was brusquely told that there was no statutory requirement to provide me with this information but I could go and try and find it on the Internet myself if I was so interested.

Obviously, there is some way to go in establishing a spirit of, if not indeed codified, open processes and transparency of information for university panel voters, even if I could stomach this cosy little arrangement any further.

Clearly, if there is nobody on the electoral register providing a legitimate constituency for these TCD and NUI panel candidates to chase votes from, then change will have to be made. .

I would urge other graduates of TCD and NUI who oppose social exclusion and who favour credible, transparent, fully representative elections to consider sending a message similar to mine and to deregister from the electoral lists.

Can anyone with any sense of fairness stand over the current situation? I doubt it, but I know the people who will. What we have now is little better than the buffoonery of elections held by smug members of undergraduate college debating societies. That some of the characters ultimately remain the same is hardly a coincidence. – Yours, etc,

ULTAN Ó BROIN, South Circular Road, Dublin 8.

Madam, – I rarely agree with John Waters, but his piece regarding the Seanad (Opinion, April 8th) does merit serious consideration. I would like to add to his argument that, from a logical perspective, reform of the Seanad is preferable to instant abolition.

If we reform it, we will always have the option of removing it entirely in the future. However, if it is abolished now, we will never know the democratic worth, if any, of a functioning and meaningful upper house. – Yours, etc,

FEARGHAL O’BRIEN, Cherryfield Avenue, Walkinstown, Dublin 12.

Madam, – There are a very few truly independent candidates in the Seanad elections. By this I mean candidates who have never been a member of any political party. It is interesting, that the letters on reforming the Seanad (April 8th) all come from Fine Gael members. They all make valid and pertinent points but ultimately aren’t they only wolves in sheep’s clothing posing as independent candidates?

As for new thinking, 21 of the candidates on the NUI panel have spent close to €1,000,000 of taxpayers’ money in postal costs for their own self-promotion. The Irish political system must be the only job application process where the employer (the taxpayer) has to pay for the prospective employee’s application.

I choose not do so: I started as I mean to go on, Independent and aware that new thinking begins when one starts the election process, not when one is elected. Here Mr Sullivan and I are in agreement that it “shouldn’t mean that you simply throw money at them and hope for the best”.

As for Seanad Reform, I believe we are in a Republic, would one man one vote be too much to ask the political elite? – Yours, etc,

MICK LANGAN, Independent Candidate for the NUI Panel, Willowbank Drive, Rathfarnham, Dublin 14.
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