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Introduction: 
 

 

It is highly regrettable that in advance of a crucial budget, the Government is cynically trying 
to persuade people that Seanad abolition will somehow cure all our economic ills. 
 
What this country really needs is a proper debate on the type of policies necessary to 
generate jobs and stimulate investment. Voters need to be clear that abolishing Seanad 
Éireann will compound Ireland’s economic difficulties, not resolve them.  
 
For this reason we have produced this booklet. It sets out the case for Seanad reform, the 
case against abolition and the case for a No Vote on October 4th  
 
Today, through no fault of their own, many Irish people are experiencing great hardships.  
 
Why did this happen? It’s very simple: The systems, the organisations that exist to serve 
and to protect our citizens failed, the political parties, the Oireachtas, the Civil Service, social 
partnership. In every family, in every home and business the cost of this failure is being felt.  
 
So how do we respond?  
 
Put simply, firstly, we need more oversight — over politicians, civil servants and policies. 
Secondly, we need new voices, the people that the parties and Dáil have shut out. That is 
what a reformed Seanad can do.  
 
The bottom line is that shutting half our parliament is not the correct response to economic 
collapse. Shutting half our parliament only shuts down oversight and shuts out new voices. 
That’s no way to run a country.  
 
The forthcoming referendum will take place against the backdrop of mass unemployment, 
widespread emigration, and countless thousands of people in negative equity.  
 
In this harsh climate, it does not make sense to make Government even more powerful and 
less accountable. A sensible response to this distressing state of affairs is to reject the 
Government’s plans to do away with the people’s right to a second democratic chamber.  
 
A reformed Seanad is a positive response to the fiscal crisis and loss of sovereignty. It will 
help to ensure that the mistakes of the past are not repeated.  
 
For these reasons, we urge people to vote ‘No’ on Oct 4.  
 

 
Senator Katherine Zappone 

Senator Feargal Quinn 
Sept 25 2013 
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Arguments for Reform 

Reform is the way to involve a broader range of voi ces in our parliament by:  

(1) Finally creating the vocational chamber the people voted for in 1937, involving all civic 
society and giving everyone a vote. 

(2) Giving the vote to emigrants forced out of the country by the failures of our political system. 

(3) Giving voters in Northern Ireland a voice in our national parliament for the first time.  

We firmly believe this opening up of our Seanad is preferable to closing it. 

 
The new reformed Seanad would: 
 

• Be a much-needed check on the Dáil, and would limit the capacity of the whip system to 
stifle debate and scrutiny. 

• Have gender balance, with an equal number of men and women elected from the vocational 
constituencies. 

• Hold public hearings on government nominees for statutory and regulatory posts.  

• Scrutinise EU directives and domestic Statutory Instruments – these make up a massive 
part of our legislation but currently receive almost no examination.  

• Hold inquiries into matters of public importance and allow a thousand or more citizens to 
petition for a topic to be debated or examined by the Seanad. 

• Bring experts in areas such as health, agriculture, business and economics into parliament 
to draft and scrutinize legislation. Our system needs this, as TDs have become local 
champions unfocussed on complex legislation. 

• Pressure the Dáil to reform itself – the comparison with an open and responsive Seanad 
working in a non-partisan way would embarrass it into reforming This may be the only way 
Dáil reform will ever get on the national agenda.  

 
Reform in Context 
 

• Seanad abolition is not reform, it is a filleting of the Constitution that consolidates the 
problems of the system into one chamber instead of two.  

• The focus on Seanad abolition is a deflection from the absence of Dáil reform.   

• Only political insiders have anything to fear from having real reform, so why not put the 
choice of reform to the people and let them decide?  

• We can see why the stack of unimplemented reports on Seanad reform cause people to 
believe reform can never happen – we don’t accept that defeatism.  

• The mistake has not been talking about reform; the mistake has been not doing it. The 
recently published Quinn/Zappone bill offers a way to radically open up the Seanad without 
a referendum. The government has acknowledged the calibre of this bill and by passing it. 
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The Seanad has - for the first time - voted for a concrete plan for its own reform – no 
previous initiative has past that hurdle. 

 
Economic Crisis & Need for a Reformed Seanad 

• A reformed Seanad is a positive response to the fiscal crisis and loss of sovereignty. 

• A global crisis was exacerbated in Ireland because public policy and economic dogma went 
unchallenged, the regulators went unregulated, civil society and the party system failed to 
advance realistic alternatives.  The New Seanad is about ensuring this doesn't happen 
again.  

• As De Valera’s Seanad was a solution to the significant problems facing Ireland in the late 
1930’s, a reformed Seanad is our response to Ireland reassuming sovereignty from the 
troika and saying ‘never again.’ 

• The new Seanad will do this by bringing public policy expertise into the system to positively 
challenge civil service and executive, develop civil society capacity, involve hitherto 
excluded sections of society and ensure the problems of the past are not repeated. 

 
 
What’s in the Quinn/Zappone Seanad Reform Bill? 
 
• Gender equality:   an equal number of men and women elected from each of the five vocational 

panels – these five panels would be retained under the current constitution. 
 
• Pay cuts:  Senator to receive 50% of a TD’s pay and no lump sum 
 
• Right to vote extended to:   

� People entitled to vote in other elections; 
� People in N.I. who are eligible for Irish citizenship 
� Irish passport holders abroad (voting abroad to be introduced) 
� Graduates of all universities and other third-level institutions 

(No special role for TDs/Sens in nomination process & no exclusivity for NUI & TCD graduates) 
• Nomination process opened up to include  (in addition to nominating bodies):  

� nomination by popular support 
� nomination by local authorities 

(No special role for TDs or Senators in nomination process) 
• Cap on Seanad election expenses 
 
• Vacancies which arise during the term of the Seanad to be filled by reference to the most recent 

set of election results; no more bye-elections 

• New role/powers for the Seanad across a range of ar eas 
� the power to scrutinise draft EU regulations and directives 
� the power to scrutinise certain types of statutory instruments 
� the power to scrutinise Ministerial appointments to public bodies 
� the power to hold limited forms of public inquiries (to record evidence and to make 

findings of fact only where those facts are uncontested) 
� the power to inquire into the need for new legislation in certain areas 
� the right of the people to force the Seanad to debate on an issue of national importance 

(petition of 1,000 signatures) 
� new Business of the House Cmte to allow Seanad to determine shape of its agenda 
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• Gives the right to vote in Seanad elections everyone who can vote in Irish Local Elections, people 

in Northern Ireland and emigrant Irish citizens. It also extends the franchise for the university 
panels so that graduates of all Irish third-level institutions could take part. 

• Requires a gender balance, an equal number of men and women, elected from each of the five 
vocational panels – these five panels would be retained under the current constitution. 

• Imposes a pay cut of nearly €20,000 (From €65,000 to €46,336) for Senators – setting their pay 
as being half of that for a TD.  

• To contest a Seanad election you would require a popular nomination, signed by 500 citizens.  
• It introduces Public petitions. Such a petition, signed by 1,000 people, could require items to be 

added to the Seanad’s agenda for discussion.  
• The Seanad would scrutinise ministerial appointments to public bodies and Statutory Instruments 

(SI), these account for over 80% of regulations would have to be approved by the Seanad.  
 
There are about 156,000 people currently registered to vote in Seanad elections, the Bill would 
increase this to over 3 million. 
 
Speaking about the Quinn/Zappone Bill on RTÉ’s Morn ing Ireland in June, Minister Simon 
Coveney said:  
 

“If we were going to reform the Seanad I think that  Katherine’s [Zappone] Bill is a 
pretty good place to start if that was the choice t hat we were going to make.”  

 
 
Reform didn’t work before, why should it now?  

• No government has pushed for Seanad reform.  It is not that Reform hasn’t worked: it hasn’t 
been tried.  

• Twelve reports have examined and recommended Seanad reform. Successive governments, in 
recent decades, have failed to act on their findings.  None of the reports recommended abolition.  

• All of the reports suggested reform in how senators are selected and empowering Senators to 
scrutinise national and (in the later reports) EU legislation.  The groundwork for reform has been 
done. 

• Voting No to abolition of the Seanad gives a mandate for Seanad reform because retention of the 
Seanad in its current form will be unsustainable. If the people vote for retention, the clear 
implication is that reform must follow. The Quinn-Zappone Bill is the blueprint for the necessary 
reforms. 

• There are currently three Bills before the Oireachtas which deal with the reform of election to the 
Seanad or its functions.  These can be debated and enacted when Seanad abolition is rejected.  

 

What could a Reformed Seanad do for us?                           
 
It could: 

• Provide Diverse Voices and  
• Bring a More Inclusive Politics  
• Provide Better Gender Representation 

 
The Dáil 
 Current  

• 26 of the 166 current TDs are women, 16% (15.66). This is the highest percentage of 
women we have ever had in the Dáil. Since 1992, the number of women in the Dáil has 
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increased by only 6. We are currently in 90th place in the world rankings of women’s 
participation in Parliament.  

• Since the foundation of the state the Dáil has never been less than 84% male. 

Future 
• The Electoral (Amendment) (Political Funding) Act 2012 commits to 30% women candidates 

in Dáil in next general election and 40% in seven years. 

The Seanad 
 Current  

• 18 of the 60 current Senators are women, 30%. 

Future 
• The new reform bill (Seanad Bill 2013) provides for the election of equal number  of men 

and women, ensuring that actual number of women members  does not fall below 40% 
and 50% elected members . 

 
A Reformed Seanad Could Enfranchise Emigrants: 

• Unlike most other European countries Ireland does not all its emigrants to vote in any 
elections/referendums. Only three other Council of Europe members (out of 33) do not allow 
emigrants a vote.  

• In the past four years, over 300,000 people have emigrated from Ireland; 40% were aged 
between 15 and 24. 

• A reformed Seanad would allow these 300,000 mainly young disenfranchised people a 
voice in the Governance of Ireland. The reform bill provides for vote for those who hold a 
valid and current Irish passport who reside outside the state. 

A Reformed Seanad could give a voice to Northern Ir eland 
• A reformed Seanad could give a voice to residents of Northern Ireland from all backgrounds, 

nationalist, unionist and other. The reform bill will allow people who resident in Northern 
Ireland who qualify for Irish citizenship to apply for a vote in the Seanad. 

• Crucially, those that apply for vote for the Seanad do not have to apply for citizenship, 
thereby allowing those from a unionist background a voice. 

The Seanad could provide Greater Accountability and  Transparency to Government Business 
• Several hundred statutory instruments are made annually by relevant Government Ministers 

and bodies with little or no discussion. These are not enacted but “laid before” the Dáil, They 
include, orders, regulations, rules, bye-laws and schemes. In 2011, 741 SIs were made and 
in 2012 592 were made. A reformed Seanad could provide greater scrutiny of secondary 
legislation , ensure that secondary legislation is examined publically and debated by the 
Oireachtas. 

• The Seanad could examine draft EU legislation (including directives and legislation). The 
reform bill proposes the establishment of a special committee, the Seanad Scrutiny of EU 
Legislation Committee. This would provide greater transparency to the Irish people to the 
making of EU legislation. 

• There are hundreds of state bodies across the country. Currently the boards of these bodies 
are appointed by the Minister. Apart from the boards covered by the Broadcasting Act 2009, 
there is very little parliamentary scrutiny of these appointments and no obligation to discuss 
them in the Oireachtas. Despite a pledge to open up the process for examination, the 
Government is still appointing board members from outside of the public application lists. It 
is very difficult to get accurate figures on the number of board appointments made and who 
is appointed due to a general lack of transparency. Recent parliamentary questions have 
shown that the Government has filled up the up to half of all available state board jobs with 
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its own candidates. For example as of February 2013, The Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and 
Innovation filled only 15 out of 64 positions with people who applied publicly for the. The 
Minister for Education and Science filled only 12 out of 50 places with public panel 
candidates.  A reformed Seanad could bring transparency to this process through 
scrutinising public appointments through a special Public Appointments Committee.  

• A reformed Seanad could have a vital role in the holding of Inquiries. Public Interest 
Inquiries, which record evidence and make recommendations, would provide greater 
political transparency and accountability.  

• Inquiries into legislative need could give valuable advice to Government and open up the 
process of policy-making beyond the civil service and the Ministers.  

• A reformed Seanad could provide better for better engagement and participation by the 
public through allowing the public to propose debates on issues of national importance 
through petitions (1,000 signatures).  
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Arguments against Abolition 
 

• The Seanad has been the only arena in Irish politics for dissenting voices, especially on 
social issues.  

• How can a country that has lost its economic sovereignty due to the failure of its systems of 
governance consider removing any constitutional checks and balances?  

• Our legislation needs more scrutiny, not less. No Seanad means no mechanism to delay or 
amend bills from the Dáil or refer them to the president for consideration by the people - 
removing important potential breaks in our system. 

• The current Seanad, even with all its flaws, has caught over 500 defects in legislation from 
the Dáil, e.g. the Personal Insolvency Bill.  

• Rushed legislation is bad legislation, and without the Seanad the government can, and will, 
continue to guillotine legislation through Dáil. 

• Taking a hatchet to our constitution (with 40 amendments needed to abolish the Seanad) is 
an insult to a document is considered one of the finest rights based constitutions in the 
world. 

• As we have learnt in the past ill-considered referenda can have many unforeseen negative 
consequences. 

• After abolition the President could be impeached and removed by a four fifths majority of the 
Dáil while judges and/or the Comptroller and Auditor General could be removed by a two 
thirds majority of the Dáil. This government had a two-thirds majority when elected. This 
scenario is a particular concern given the strength of our whip system. 

• While many small EU countries only have one house of parliament, the vast majority of 
common law countries around the world, like us, have two. Government talk of increased 
‘efficiency’ of Parliament after Seanad abolition really means less scrutinized authority for 
itself. 

• The cost savings claimed do not stand up to scrutiny. The Clerk of the Dáil has confirmed 
the gross saving would be less than €10m a year, and the real savings (after taxes etc) 
about €6 - 7m, less than 1% of Dublin City Council’s annual budget.  Setting Senators’ pay 
at half that for a TD will secure some savings.  

• Removing the second chamber when there has been no Dáil reform or diminution of the 
control that the executive and the whips exercise over the Dáil is at best premature and at 
worse will make our government and civil service even less accountable. 

• Abolition will centralise power in the hands of the Government. With a 2/3 majority, the Dáil 
is already a puppet of the coalition. In contrast, the Government has a very small minority in 
the Seanad which means that it must take on-board the views of Senators. 

• Abolishing the Seanad will mean scrapping the Attorney General’s right of audience in the 
Seanad – under S.O. 56. There is no such right in the Dáil.  
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Why Ireland Needs a Two Chamber Parliament 

According to the International Parliamentary Union the decision on single chamber (unicameral) v two 
chamber (bicameral) is the result of the specific history, context and parliamentary tradition of each 
country. 

• There is no direct correlation, between the size of state and parliamentary system:  China 
(population 1.3 billion) has a single chambered parliament while the parliament of Saint Lucia 
(population 170,000) is two chambered  

• While 40% (78) of the 193 countries in the Inter Parliamentary Union have two chambered 
legislatures, the figure is much higher for the OECD (56%) and EU (48%) 

• Is bicameral best in terms of Irish history and context: YES: because with a NEW SEANAD our 
system can have: 

� More outsiders brought in to the parliamentary system. 
� Greater expertise in the parliament. 
� More scrutiny of government legislation 
� A hand-break on rushed and ill-considered legislation. 
� Enhanced oversight of the executive. 
� A greater scrutiny of secondary legislation that has passed through the European 

Parliament. 
� A voice for people in the North and the Irish abroad. 

• For the past twenty years the Dáil, Old Senate, Regulators, Parties, Departments failed the 
people. They did not seek out or listen to new voices, expertise, or insight to question the dogma 
of the day. The policies of the Executive were not scrutinised. The parties, executive and 
departments coalesced around narrow policy options.  

• The result is half a million unemployed and countless thousands in negative equity. That’s the 
context. 

• A response to that context is not to pass a referendum to do away with our right to an upper 
house that can ensure that the mistakes of the past are not repeated.  

• If Ireland after the collapse needs more expertise, outside voices, scrutiny and oversight in the 
government system it needs a two chamber system and a New Seanad. 

• To say ‘Never Again’ to economic and social collapse we need a build a New Seanad. 

• Switzerland is one of the most open and effective democracies in the world with strong local 
government. It is has two chambers. 

 

The Nordic Comparison: 

Fine Gael says it wants to scrap the Seanad so we will have fewer politicians. It cites countries such 
as Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, all of which have no upper house of parliament, as 
examples of places with fewer public representative. But they are wrong. Not only are these 
governmental structures different – they each have several times more politicians/public 
representatives than Ireland when you consider national, regional and local government structures. 
This is explored more in the FAQ section. 

• The constitutional structures of the Nordic countries have devolved far more political 
responsibility to local level, removing the need for a larger national legislature. They each have 
huge and vastly more powerful systems of local government than we have in Ireland.  
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o Denmark has 98 municipal authorities, several regional councils and 2,500 public reps.  

o Finland has 304/320  municipalities and just under 10,000 public reps. 

o Norway has 430 Municipalities and 21 Regional County Councils and 12,000 local 
public reps. 

o Sweden has 20 regional/ county Councils with 3500 reps and 290 municipal councils 
with 46,000 members – almost 50,000 office holders: this means that 1% of the 
Swedish population aged between 18 and 80 holds a l ocal or regional political 
office - this is how you end elitism 

• By contrast, Ireland will have 31 local authorities and 949 councillors following recent 
Government reforms. Ireland did have 114 local authorities and 1,627 councillors (City, County 
and Town), but Town Councils are being scrapped.  

Country  Parliament  Regional  Municipal  Total  Pop (Mils ) Reps p/mil  

Ireland 226 0 949 1175 4.60 255 

Sweden 349 3500 46,000 49,849 9.6 5192 

Denmark 179 205 2522 2906 5.6 519 

Norway 169 787 10,002 10,958 5.1 2148 

Finland 200  9674 9874 5.4 1828 

 

Comparing the systems in Ireland and the Nordic countries is not comparing like with like. The Danish 
ambassador to Ireland, Niels Pultz, in a recent column for the Irish Independent (May 30th 2013): 

“Another important fundamental in Danish politics is the division of labour between the 
national parliament and the local municipalities. The philosophy is basically that issues of 
importance to the daily life of citizens are best taken care of at the local level. That goes for 
primary and secondary education, social services, health, child care, local roads, water and 
waste management.” 

 

According to the ASE/AES (European Association of S enates) 
http://www.senat.fr/senatsdumonde/introenglish.html 

• The move internationally is to having a Senate, not abolishing it. The number of countries with 
Senates has doubled since the 1970s – from 45 then to over 80 now (not all are in the IPU)  

• Bicameralism is now the parliamentary system under which a broad majority of the world's 
populations live. http://www.senat.fr/senatsdumonde/pays.html#bicameraux 

• Bicameralism is the system adopted by the world's wealthiest nations: of the fifteen countries with 
the highest GDP only two - the People's Republic of China and South Korea - have a unicameral 
Parliament. 
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European Union  
The EU itself is considered a two chambered system with the Council of the European Union as Upper 
Chamber and European Parliament as the Lower Chamber 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Common Law Countries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Two Chamber One Chamber 
 

Austria Bulgaria 
Belgium Cyprus 
Czech Republic Croatia 
France Denmark 
Germany Estonia 
Ireland Finland 
Italy Greece 
Netherlands Hungary 
Poland Latvia 
Romania Lithuania 
Slovenia Luxembourg 
Spain Malta 
United Kingdom Portugal 
 Slovakia 
 Sweden 

Two Chamber One Chamber 
 

UK (except Scotland) New Zealand 
USA (except Louisiana) Singapore 
Canada (except Quebec) Hong Kong 
Ireland  Dominica 
Australia  Bangladesh 
Kenya   
South Africa  
Myanamar  
Malaysia  
Brunei  
Pakistan  
Antigua and Barbuda  
Barbados  
Bahamas  
Belize  
Grenada  
Jamaica  
St Vincent and the Grenadines  
Saint Kitts and Nevis   
Trinidad and Tobago   
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Where does the power go when the Seanad is gone?         
 
Proper time to consider Bills 
During the normal 90-day window the Seanad has to consider and propose amendments to Bills, 
those Bills cannot be enacted.  If the Seanad does not agree with legislation proposed by the Dáil, the 
Dáil can still pass that legislation after 90 days have passed since it was referred to the Seanad 
(Article 23 of the Seanad).   
 
The space for an independent second opinion to pause and reflect on bad legislation will be lost.  
 
Whereas the Government has promised to reform the Dáil and introduce committees that will 
scrutinise legislation, no firm proposals have been made.  The most likely outcome is that:  
- they will be dominated by the government of the day, limiting a real second opinion and insight 

into legislation;  
- Any committee will follow the government’s timetable – legislation may be rushed to meet the 

Government’s agenda.  
- Any experts appointed to these Committees will be beholden to the Government for that 

appointment.  Independent voices will not be heard.  
- Bad legislation will cause confusion in peoples’ lives and line lawyers’ pockets.  
 
A check against Government Ministers making bad or unpopular laws  
Many statutes allow a Government Minister to regulate to bring into effect detailed provisions, 
according to broad brushstrokes which are set out in the same legislation.  That legislation normally 
provides a check to ensure that the Minster does not go beyond what she is entitled to do, or bring in 
unpopular laws.  
 
A check on State Agencies’ work 
Many state agencies (such as the Environmental Protection Agency) are required to present an annual 
report of their functions to their Minister, who must then lay it before each House of the Oireachtas. 
The power to hold state agencies to account will be transferred fully to the Dáil to deal with itself, or 
farm out to the various Committees it establishes and controls.  
 
An Emergency 
An ‘emergency’, allowing for the suspension of rights, can be called at time of armed conflict, even 
where that conflict is not in the State.  The Constitution allows for this under Article 28.3.3 and this has 
been legislated for by the Emergency Powers Acts – but “each house of the Oireachtas” must resolve 
that a national emergency has arisen out of the conflict. Without the Seanad, the Dáil will be given the 
power to suspend citizen’s rights.   
 
The Dáil may step into the President’s shoes and su pervise its own constitutionality  
Where the President is absent or incapacitated, the Constitution provides for a Presidential 
Commission to assume his/her role. Without Seanad input, this will be made up of the Chief Justice, 
the Ceann Comhairle and the Leas Ceann Comhairle.   
 
Rather than an independent, elected person deciding whether to refer Bills to the Supreme Court for 
constitutional supervision, it will default to a body dominated by the very body that is promulgating the 
Bill.  This is no real safeguard.  
 
Impeach a Comptroller &Auditor General or Judge 
The removal of the C&AG or a judge currently needs Dáil and Seanad resolutions.  Abolition will leave 
the power in the hands of the Dáil – but requires a two thirds majority. The current Dáil has 166 
members; when elected 76 were FG, 37 were Labour.  This exceeded two thirds of the Dáil so would 
have sufficed to impeach these office holders.  
 
Two thirds of one house is not enough of a safeguard: an independent upper chamber is needed.   
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Reference of Bills to the People - Article 27 
Hidden within the detail of 32nd amendment of the Constitution Bill this Bill is a proposal that goes far 
beyond abolishing Seanad Éireann. Amendment No. 26 proposes the deletion of Article 27 from 
Bunreacht na hÉireann.  
 
Article 27 is the very innovative provision that permits legislation to be referred to the people. Article 27 
is entitled “Reference of Bills to the People”. Article 27 gives power to the people of Ireland to express 
their views on a piece of legislation which contains “a proposal of such national importance that the will 
of the people thereon ought to be ascertained.” 
 
Article 27 contains references to “both Houses of the Oireachtas” and, therefore, could have been 
subject to proposed amendments in the government’s Bill to exclude all references to Seanad Éireann. 
Strangely, the government has sought to remove this Article in its totality even though it has no 
bearing on the question of Seanad abolition.  
 
This is an attempt to grab power not from other parts of the Oireachtas but from the people. Article 27 
and article 47.2, which the Government is also seeking to delete, invest in the people real power to 
veto legislation that contains proposals of national importance.  
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Cost of the Seanad 
 

On Friday October 20th the Independent Referendum Commission published a letter it had received 
from the Finance Officer of the House of the Oireachtas. The letter was quite explicit. It stated that “it is 
not possible to estimate the net actual savings”.  

Direct enquiries to the Houses of the Oireachtas Press Office have elicited the same response, with 
the additional line that while there would be direct savings in the event of abolition that: “…there would 
be substantial increases in pension costs and redundancy payments.” 

• This absolutely contradicts the Governments very explicit claims that abolition would “save €20 
million”. Their claim was clear: the word used is save. Fine Gael, in particular, has been telling 
people that if they vote Yes there will be €20 million more available for public services like 
schools, hospital and the needs of people with disability.   

• Seanad abolition cannot and could not deliver this.  

• Even if there was a Yes vote, Seanad abolition would only take effect from the next General 
Election, which is not due until February 2016. Not one cent would be saved for three years, but 
€14 million will be spent this year on this unnecessary referendum.  

• The bizarre logic of the Government’s position is that they are prepared to spend €14 million right 
now on a referendum at a time of severe austerity in the hope that this might deliver minor 
savings in 2016, by which stage the Government claim that recovery will be well underway" 

• The government has produced a series of bogus and fictitious figures for the costs of running the 
Seanad. These have ranged from €20 - 30m per year – we now see that the claims are rubbish.  

• In his Irish Times article on May 23rd Paschal Donohoe TD put the figure at a more realistic €10m 
per year saying: “…at least €50 million over the lifetime of one Dáil term.”  

• If you take into account that at least 30% of that goes back to the Exchequer in taxes, levies and 
VAT, the real annual cost of the Seanad to the taxpayer is probably between €6 million and  €7 
million about the price of 2 litres of milk per person per year. 

• Sen Prof John Crown has quoted Minister Brendan Howlin as stating that money saved from 
Seanad abolition will be redeployed to Dáil Committees – including at a Joint Committee meeting 
on Dec 15, 2011. So, according to Min Howlin, the whole issue may be moot. 

• Compare Fine Gael’s Seanad bogus Seanad figures with: 

� Annual pay bill for 37 Ministerial Special Advisors €3.4 million (approx €91,000 per advisor).  

� €28 million per year in pay and allowances for county and city councillors.  

� An additional €250 million each year solely arising out of the payment of increments. 

� It is less than 1% of the annual budget of Dublin City Council. 

• But if you still take the view is that the Seanad costs too much, then why not simply cut back the 
amount we pay Senators?  

 

Analysing Fine Gael’s “bogus” €20million per year cost 

The total direct costs  of running the Seanad are €8.8m (Gross), comprising: Members' salary 
(€4.2m); Members' expenses (€2.5m) and Members' staff costs (€2.1m) 

Fine Gael does not use the net figure allowing for taxes, levies and RSI paid back to exchequer. Even 
Fine Gael’s allies in OneHouse2013 have dismissed the €20 argument as “crass” 
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• The bogus €20m saving total is reached, in part, by adding €9.3m in additional indirect estimated 
/apportioned  pay and non-pay costs including ICT (€1.9m); superintendent (€1.6m); procedural 
sections (€2.8m) and other support sections (€3m). 

• Kieran Coughlan, the accounting officer to the Oireachtas, publicly testified at the Public 
Accounts Committee on 12 Jan 2012 that there would not be a real saving in respect of these 
indirect costs  because this amount relates to staff costs and those staff would have to be 
transferred somewhere else. He confirmed that the gross annual saving from Seanad abolition on 
the vote for the Oireachtas would be less than €10 million. The net saving would be very much 
less. http://debates.oireachtas.ie/ACC/2012/01/12/00004.asp 

• The balance of FG’s bogus €20m comes from adding €2m for pensions relating to the Seanad.  
These pensions will continue to be paid post abolit ion. So how can this €2million be 
included as a saving?  

While Fine Gael put the “Save €20 million” at the top of their posters, they cynically hid the reality in 
the small print of page 16 of its Seanad campaign guide. 
 

 
 
 
Costs of the Seanad Referendum 
 
Parliamentary Question Reply on 30 th April 2013 on Referendum Expenditure 

Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform (Deputy Brendan Howlin): The Referendum on the Protection of 
Children was held on the 10th November, 2012. Returning Officers are required to submit their accounts for the 
Referendum to the Minister for Finance not later than six months after the date on which the poll was conducted 
and so the total cost of the Referendum is not available at this time. An estimated breakdown of the costs is as 
follows: 

 

 

 

 

This gives a minimum estimate of the costs of the forthcoming Seanad referendum of €14.5m at the 
very least  (including Civil Appeals Court Referendum being run on the same day) 

• The total gross annual salary costs for the 60 members of the Seanad is €4.2million – the 
net cost is about €3million. 

• It would take over four years to save in net salary costs what the government proposes to 
spend in one day on a referendum – except that it is spending the €14+m now and won’t get 
any of the supposed savings until 2016 at the earliest. 

Advances to Returning Officers €10,503,309.00 

OPW:  €342,696.00 

An Post:  €1,496,182.00 

Referendum Commission:  €1,700,000.00 

Total: €14,042,187.00 
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Up to October 2009 Fine Gael supported Seanad Reform 
 
Back in April 2009 the then FG leader in the Seanad, Frances Fitzgerald, submitted a document on 
behalf of the Fine Gael to Minister John Gormley’s all-party group considering Seanad Reform.  
 
As well as this paper, Fine Gael published a policy document on Oireachtas reform in March 2009 in 
which it called for additional powers to be given to the Seanad and for its method of election to be 
changed: 

• 20 of the 60 Senators to be elected directly by the public based on 5 Senators from each of 
the Euro constituencies. These elections to take place every five years on the same date as 
local and European elections. 

• Six Senators will be elected by all Graduates after each general election. 
 

Minister Varadkar’s website links to this policy:  http://leovaradkar.ie/2009/03/reforming-the-oireachtas/ 
 
Enda Kenny’s volte-face on Seanad reform July 24, 2 009 – October 17, 2009 
Following his speech at the MacGill Summer School on July 23, 2009 where he said that he planned 
on keeping the Seanad, Enda Kenny gave an interview on the following day’s Morning Ireland. In that 
interview he said:   

“I see a different role for the Seanad here, I’d change the electoral system, I’d give every 
graduate a vote here… there is a real need for proper scrutiny of European legislation; there 
is a need to have a forum for MEPs. There is a need to challenge the Seanad in the work 
that it does. Many people feel that it has just been a cosy house for far too long… it’s got 
real potential but it has got to be challenged in that sense” 

Enda Kenny on Morning Ireland on July 24, 2009 (Fro m 9m 40s)  
http://www.rte.ie/news/2009/0724/morningireland.html or https://audioboo.fm/users/1360639/boos 

 
Just twelve weeks later he announced his change of heart in his leader’s speech at Fine Gael's annual 
dinner in Citywest on Saturday Oct 17. Describing his move as a “leader’s initiative” Mr Kenny said 
that within a year of entering Government he would hold a referendum to abolish the Seanad; cut the 
number of TDs by at least 20 and bring in a system that would allow the election of people with 
particular expertise outside politics. 
 
Four days earlier the Ceann Comhairle had been forced to resign after a week of political high drama. 
During that week it was thought that Eamon Gilmore had out-performed and out-manoeuvred Mr 
Kenny, resulting in some murmurings within Fine Gael about Mr Kenny’s leadership. 
 
In August 2013 Democracy Matters  wrote to An Taoiseach and Fine Gael requesting the research 
documents that caused them to change from Seanad reformers to abolitionists. Fine Gael produced a 
number of responses: the most substantive of these pointed to a much later 2010 Fine Gael 
document: New Politics, saying that it contained the relevant material. 
 
Even this document from long after the announcement is quite superficial. It essentially recites the fact 
that some other countries have moved to a single chamber system. But there is neither an in-depth 
examination of how this was achieved, nor any consideration of how such a change could be made 
here. It does not attempt to examine the constitutional changes required here or their implications. 
 
FG later produced a manifesto promising a “Constitution Day” within 12 months but had no concept of 
the scale of constitutional changes required.  There was no consideration of the norm for common law 
systems (See earlier chapter). Instead it glibly says that “Small countries… have almost all ditched 
their upper houses unless operating a federal system or for other specific reasons.”  
 
Isn’t there now a very specific reason for keeping ours? 
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Instances of using Seanad effectively 
 
One high profile example which demonstrates the impact which the scrutiny of legislation by members 
of the Seanad can have is former Senator Shane Ross’ success in highlighting of a loophole in the 
government’s plans to ban the publication of opinion poll results close to polling day. The proposed 
ban was to form part of the Electoral (Amendment) Bill 2000 . Senator Ross highlighted the issue 
which subsequently led to the government’s decision to withdraw the proposed ban. 

Lots of good legislation has been initiated by the Seanad.  In recent times, the Construction 
Contracts Bill 2010  (to ensure a speedy and low cost method of cash flow for the construction 
industry) authored by Senator Feargal Quinn.  This Bill has now been passed into law. 

The Employment Permits (Amendment) Bill 2012  (to protect non-national workers from exploitation 
and to preclude employers from avoiding liability) was also initiated in the Seanad. This Bill was 
accepted by Government at Second Stage. 
 
The Public Health (Availability of Defibrillators) Bill 2013  (to require owners of particular types of 
premises to install and maintain defibrillators for public use) has been initiated by the Seanad. This Bill 
was accepted by Government at Second Stage. 
 
The Food Provenance Bill 2013  was initiated in the Seanad and that Bill was accepted in principle by 
the Government.  
 
 
What has the Seanad done for us?                                         
 
Many pieces of legislation have been passed by the Dáil with significant defects which had to be 
corrected in the Seanad, such as: 

• The National Vetting Bureau (Children and Vulnerable Adults) Bill 
• The Credit Union Bill.   
• The constitutional amendment on judges’ pay  
 

The Personal Insolvency Bill  was majorly improved by the Seanad. The independent website: 
www.insolvencyjournal.ie noted that:  

“The Seanad have however addressed three very important matters which were widely held 
to be problems / uncertainties regarding the new insolvency processes under the following 
headings:  

1. Pensions 
2. Excluded Debts 
3. Reasonable Living Expenses”   

  
Since its election in 2011 (over a period of two years up to May 2013), the current Seanad has made a 
total of 529 amendments to 14 different laws which had been passed by the Dáil in an inadequate, 
incomplete or incorrect manner. There is no reason to believe that the Dáil will suddenly stop making 
mistakes if the Government succeeds in persuading the people to abolish the Seanad.   
 
In a response to a PQ on 18 July 2013 from FG TD (and Dep Dir of Elections) Regina Doherty, 
Minister Michael Noonan set out how he had accepted and included amendments tabled by Senators 
in the local property tax legislation: Finance (Local Property Tax) Act 2012. 
 
Senator Jillian van Turnhout proposed an amendment to the Finance (Local Property Tax) Act 2012, 
the intention of which was to exempt residential properties owned by charities and used solely for 
recreational activities carried out by the charity (e.g. hostels owned by the Boy Scouts or Girl Guides 
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used for weekends away). The Government did not accept the Senator’s amendment as drafted, but 
they did accept the spirit of the proposal and provided for this exemption in section 2(c) of the Finance 
(Local Property Tax) (Amendment) Act 2013.  
 
Similarly Minister Noonan accepted amendments from Sinn Féin Senators Ó Clochartaigh, Cullinane 
and Reilly. They proposed an amendment to the 2012 Act to provide a reduction in the value of the 
property for LPT purposes for any adaptations made for disabled persons. Although this amendment 
was not accepted, a similar provision was included in the section 6 of the 2013 Act. 
 
On the Credit Union Bill  - 174 amendments were made to the Credit Union Act 2012 in the Seanad – 
again Noonan (in the same PQ reply) said that many non-Government tabled amendments were taken 
on board and were adopted as government amendments 

 
In the absence of the Seanad, who monitor the legis lative work of the Dáil?  Who will find and 

repair the next 529 missed changes? 
 
 
Doesn’t the Government have a mandate for Seanad Abolition?  
 
While Fine Gael did indeed promise Seanad abolition in their 2011 manifesto, it did not get an overall 
majority. It also promised to reduce the number of TDs by 20 - but says this cannot be done without 
constitutional change, but it is not proposing this change in this referendum. 
 
 The FG manifesto promise at Chapter 4: New Politics said:  
 

A Fine Gael Government will hold a referendum on CONSTITUTION DAY within 12 months 
of assuming office at which the people will be asked to approve the abolition of the Seanad 
and other changes to the articles of the constitution covering the institutions of the state – 
principally the Executive, the Dáil, the Presidency and the Judiciary. This referendum will not 
address the articles dealing with rights/social policy. 

 
Labour did not promise Seanad abolition in their manifesto, they promised in fact to put Seanad 
abolition to the Constitutional Convention (see page 46 Labour Party Manifesto 2011).  
 
Labour also promised incidentally a range of other political reforms in their manifesto which have not 
been acted on, they promised an Independent Electoral Commission, they also promised an end to 
cronyism in the appointments to State Boards and said they would require all candidates for 
appointment to go before an Oireachtas committee, they have failed to do this, but the Quinn/Zappone 
Bill would provide for it. 
 
The Government has a mandate for many things and has not and will not act on some of its promises, 
e.g. it committed to legislation on the upward only rent review issue and, since taking office, has 
confirmed that it will not now do so. 
 
Fianna Fáil’s proposal to abolish the Seanad in the last election was also done in the context of wider 
political reform, including the bringing of non politicians and experts directly into the cabinet, and 
widespread Dáil reform. 
 
While the Taoiseach may claim to be delivering on his promise of a referendum to abolish the Seanad, 
he has actually failed to table a series of credible, substantive reforms to the Dáil. This referendum 
asks people to centralise power in the hands of a weak and ineffective Dáil which is just a puppet of 
the Cabinet. 
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Sinn Féin now supports the Govt, but opposed it in Dáil? 
 
The decision of the Sinn Féin leadership to support the government’s Seanad abolition campaign is 
hard to understand given its description of the Seanad Abolition Bill as a “Sham”. 

 www.sinnfein.ie/contents/26925  
 

• Speaking in the Dáil on June 16th Sinn Féin Leader Gerry Adams said: 
“Instead of creating a more effective, transparent accountable democracy, the government 
wants to abolish the Seanad; cut the number of elected representatives in the Dáil and in 
local government, and centralise even more power and authority into its hands. 
 
“That’s not real reform. That’s power grabbing. More power for government – less 
accountability and democracy and fewer checks and balances against political abuse and 
patronage.” 
 
“Taoiseach, why the rush to hold a referendum? Why the rush to abolish? Let’s get it right. 
Let’s put in place a reform package that is meaningful, sustainable, democratic and 
effective. Sinn Féin would support such an approach. But what we will not do Taoiseach is 
support this Bill.” 

 
• Last year, Mary Lou McDonald stated that: 

“…a reformed Seanad could serve our democracy well and act as an important counter-
balance to the political party-dominated Dáil.” 

 
• Sinn Féin has shown how the Seanad can act as a platform for minority voices in society. In the 

last Seanad, Pearse Doherty was a strong and youthful voice on the national stage and now 
Kathryn Reilly demonstrates how Seanad Éireann can give younger citizens a voice they may not 
find in the Dáil. 
 

• Sinn Féin’s support of Seanad Abolition is also difficult to understand given its support for the 
recall of the Civic Forum in Northern Ireland. The Civic Forum was a key part of the Good Friday 
Agreement, and the one arena which allowed for the voices of a representative cross-section of 
civic society. 

 
• It is also difficult to understand the important role the Senate has played in allowing Northern Irish 

citizens to sit in the Oireachtas and keep debate representative of the nation as a whole. The 
Universities Panel of the Seanad is the only 32-county electorate and should be expanded to all 
graduates of all traditions, not wiped away. Similarly, abolishing the Seanad means abandoning 
the opportunity to reform the Seanad and allow voters North and South to vote for future 
Seanads. 

 
 
Further links: 
 

Youtube link to Dáil debate on Seanad referendum: w here Gerry Adams says proposed 
abolition is government attempt at a power-grab 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5T6Mk9a7_D4 
 
June 6 th Gerry Adams has said that citizens in the North sho uld be allowed to vote in 
elections for a reformed Seanad.  
http://www.breakingnews.ie/ireland/adams-allow-citizens-in-north-to-vote-in-seanad-
elections-597001.html  
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Fine Gael, Labour & Other Voices for Seanad Reform 
 
 
"I was for many years a Member of the Seanad. I think of those years and my time there with affection 
and gratitude."  

President Mary Robinson, addressing a joint sitting  of Dáil and Seanad, 8th July 1992 
 
 
“…historically, the Seanad has been the place where there has been legislative innovation”.  

Michael D. Higgins  (Dáil Éireann 25 March 2009) 
 
 
"The role of Seanad Éireann in our political system has been questioned from time to time. I have to 
say that I do not share what is clearly a widespread belief that Seanad Éireann is redundant . . . there 
are many bills which are far more fully and effectively debated in the Seanad than in the Dáil, despite 
the similarity of the composition of the bulk of the membership of the Seanad to that of the Dáil under 
our present Seanad electoral system.  

Dr Garret FitzGerald In 2003 
 
 
“If we were going to reform the Seanad I think that Katherine’s [Zappone] Bill is a pretty good place to 
start if that was the choice that we were going to make.”  

Minister Simon Coveney speaking on Morning Ireland in June 2013 
 
 
“We believe that the Seanad under the existing Constitution can have a valuable democratic and 
constitutional role as a revising chamber and as a potential check and balance on the powers of a 
transient Dáil majority in many areas… We believe that if the Seanad’s electoral system were 
reformed it would add greatly to the standing of democratic politics in the eyes of the people and to the 
effectiveness of the Oireachtas.” 

TK Whitaker, John A Murphy, Bríd Rogers, Mary O’Rou rke,  
Maurice Hayes and Mary Henry, Irish Times - July 27  2012 

 
 
On abolishing the Seanad “I would personally more be in favour of reform first” ... “Personally, I have a 
bit of an attachment to the idea of a bicameral system. There is a certain type of debate that is not 
achievable in the other one because of the confrontational nature of the Dáil 

Lucinda Creighton, Sunday Independent, 17 October 2 010  
 
 
“The Seanad is of systemic importance to the Constitution as there are several references to the 
Seanad. There are a number of references to the Seanad that are all interlocked. So, to use a dental 
analogy, to abolish the Seanad would not be a constitutional filling and more a full root canal treatment 
with a few extractions.” –  

Mr Justice Gerard Hogan speaking prior to his appoi ntment to the High Court,  
as reported in Sunday Tribune, 18 October 2009.  
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Lack of any Dáil Reform: 
 
Eoghan Murphy TD  (Fine Gael) attacked the Dáil mentality of "know your place lad and bide your 
time" in a strong criticism of how his own Government operates. He said Dáil reform should not be 
contingent on the abolition of the Seanad and criticised how bills are guillotined in the Dáil, calling for 
the strict operation of the whip system to be relaxed and said anyone who speaks up at parliamentary 
party meetings are labelled as troublemakers. 
 
Aodhan O'Riordain TD  (Lab) said the whip system is "a monster purely of the political parties' 
making...a by-product of our tribal political landscape". 
 
Catherine Murphy TD  (Ind) criticised the whip system, and said Dáil reforms introduced by Fine Gael 
and Labour so far have only been about "box-ticking" 
 
Charlie Flanagan TD  (FG Parliamentary Party Chair) has said a programme of meaningful Dáil 
reform was “like a snowstorm in a desert” – and that the government had done virtually nothing to try 
and end the adversarial system of politics in the Oireachtas. 
 
Flanagan condemned the use of ‘guillotine’ motions to kill off any debate from the opposition.  “Since 
the change of government, we’ve had 118 guillotine motions,” Flanagan said, including 50 in the nine 
months after the government took office, and 52 throughout the 2012 calendar year 
 
Flanagan said “We’re abolishing the Senate, we’re talking about Dáil reform – but unless we change 
the way we do our business here, cynicism will grow, and continue to grow, and we will become 
irrelevant.” 
 
Paul Kehoe TD, Govt & FG Chief Whip,  admitted in an Irish Times interview on June 10th that the 
Government performance on Dáil reforms was “deplorable”.  
 

“I would be first to say that it’s deplorable that some Ministers are calling for Dáil reform and 
at the same time do not co-operate with reform. I’m not naming or blaming individual 
Ministers,” he said. 

 
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/chief-whip-admits-government-performance-on-d%C3%A1il-
reforms-deplorable-1.1422589  
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Use of the ‘Guillotine’ in curtailing Parliamentary debate 
 
The parliamentary guillotine imposes a time referenced deadline on a stage or several stages of the 
debate on a Bill, at which time the debate will be brought to an end and all amendments to the 
legislation which have been tabled by the government, but not yet reached, will be deemed to be 
accepted and all of those amendments tabled by the opposition, but not yet reached, will be deemed 
to have been rejected. 
 
Writing on the use of the similar process [closure motions] in the House of Commons, Viscount Bryce 
expressed the view that: “[T]he use of the closure to overcome obstruction [has] reduced the value of 
the debates and affected the quality of legislation ...” 
 

• “The extensive over-use of the guillotine to ram through non-emergency legislation as in the 
last Dáil will be cut back so legislation can be debated in full. The over-use of the guillotine 
in the last Dáil was one of the great frustrations for Deputies of all parties because they were 
denied the opportunity to have their voices heard on vital issues passing through this House. 
“ – Paul Kehoe June 1 st 2011  

 
• When in Opposition the Labour's party's chief whip Emmet Stagg  said (in November 2007) 

that the use of the parliamentary guillotine as "excessive and outrageous", 
 
• Within months of coming into office the new government had guillotined seven major pieces 

of legislation ranging from Social Welfare Bills to Industrial relations. 
 

• Up to Mid-March 2013, 52 out of 90 bills were guillotined or 57% of all bills passed. 
 

• The Chief Whip Paul Kehoe has publically admitted the government’s on-going failure to 
introduce meaningful reform and expressed frustration at the lack of co-operation of 
Ministers with reform plans. He stated the level of reform was “deplorable”.  

• The Labour Party whip, Deputy Emmet Stagg was deeply critical of the use of the guillotine: 
“The parliamentary guillotine is widely abused by government. It was supposed to be only 
used in exceptional circumstances and where there was consensus regarding its use, but 
now it is being resorted to on an everyday basis, especially towards the end of a session.”  
(Interview, 20 October 2010) 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
 
Question: 
The Yes campaign says that the easiest thing to do is to scrap the Seanad as there 
is no consensus on its reform. 
  
The Government campaign is very confused on this. In his Irish Times article on Sept 20th the 
Taoiseach claimed that Seanad reform is impossible saying: “I came to the conclusion that the 
Seanad was unreformable”. Yet others on the Yes side say that there are just too many reforms plans 
out there. 
  
Clearly these two arguments cannot both be right. It cannot be both incapable of reform while at the 
same time have too many reform options? The issue at stake is not how to reform the Seanad but the 
denial of that choice to the people. This is about trust – the Government does not trust voters not to do 
as it wants: so it rigs the question. 
 
Let us be clear: the Seanad can be reformed. Most importantly, reforming it is neither complex nor 
difficult. The existence of a number of reform options is not a bad thing. It shows what is possible and 
it demonstrates the commitment and sincerity of those who urge reform. What has been missing up to 
now is the Governmental will to implement reform, not ideas on how to reform. 
  
We say that the Seanad reform could be achieved by Christmas via the changes envisaged in the 
Quinn Zappone Bill. While Professor John Crown also has a separate Seanad Reform Bill: it is 
informed by the precisely the same reforming principles as the Quinn Zappone Bill and overlaps in 
very many respects.  
 
Both the Crown and Quinn Zappone Bills would herald major and positive reforms in how the Seanad 
is elected and operates. The finer technical differences between the two could easily be resolved 
during a Committee Stage debate – indeed this re-enforces the purpose and strength of the Seanad 
as a forum for reaching consensus on change in a constructive and positive manner.       
  
Certainly a number of political parties have ambitious policies for further reforms which might require 
referenda – but they put these forward as part of their future election manifestos. We urge a No Vote 
on the basis on what is now on the table – the legislative change that is deliverable now via the 
Reform Bills. Voting No on Oct 4th mandates that reform.  
 
 
Question: 
Scandinavian countries have abolished their second Houses. They have some of the 
most accountable and effective political systems in  the world.  Should we not do the 
same? 
 
The overall structure of Scandinavian political system is very different from ours. In these countries 
local government is at the heart of the political system. (http://www.nordmaling.se/default.a  
spx?di=2056) In Sweden, for example, there are three tiers of government. These local governments 
can set their own local income tax. 
 
Scandinavia has already made great progress in increasing the representation of women. In Sweden, 
there are 50,000 public representatives in local government. 42 percent of these are women.  
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In Denmark, there around 2500 district council members for a country about the size of Ireland. 
http://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=889893&Site=COE. There is also strong representation of women 
at local and national level. http://www.kvinfo.dk/side/675/article/53/.   
 
When Denmark voted in 1953 to move to a one chamber system it wasn't done as a stand-alone vote 
on the Senate, as we are doing in Ireland, but as part of a vote for a new constitution that re-balanced 
its governmental political institutions. It now has a much more powerful system of local government 
that means that the role of central government is very different and much more limited. The central 
government focuses itself on strictly national issues and looking at the larger policy issues.  
 
Members of the Dáil in Ireland, on the other hand, find themselves working on the minutiae of local 
issues. County councillors have only limited power, and as a result almost all 'local issues fall on the 
shoulders of national representatives to deal with. 
 
 
Question: 
Most of the new nations in Central and Eastern Euro pe have decided that they do 
not need a Senate. If a second House is so central to democracy why have so many 
of these emerging democracies decided to do without  one? 
 
When our State was founded in the 1922 two-chamber parliaments were the norm, as they remain 
today for common law countries like ours. Most European countries, including the new democracies of 
central and eastern Europe, are civil law countries - this is a very different legal system to ours, very 
focused on a strong centrally controlled government, resulting in different political systems to ours.  
 
Common law countries like us are very focused on individual rights and liberties and our constitution is 
recognised as one of the best rights based constitutions in the world. Internationally most of these 
common law countries have two houses of parliament.  
 
When our state was founded the senate was also considered important to give a voice and 
recognition to a small but valued minority in the country. This was a role it played very well and it has 
continued to be a forum for the representation of minority voices (Mary Robinson, David Norris) and of 
Northern Ireland representatives (Seamus Mallon, Brid Rodgers, Gordon Wilson, Maurice Hayes, John 
Robb) and the only arena in our politics where these voices can be heard - letting our parliament give 
representation to the full spectrum of the nation.  
 
It is a role that would be lost if our parliament was reduced to just the whip controlled Dáil where no 
dissent is allowed. The newer democracies in Europe may not feel strong enough to give a place to 
these types of marginal or dissenting voices in their politics, but Ireland has done so, and we believe 
the durability and stability of our political system is actually in part due to doing so.  
It is notable that our State is now older than practicably any other European state founded in the 20th 
century. When looking for ideas for our political structures we have tended to look to countries with 
long standing political systems, like America and Britain, rather than those with less stable political 
histories like Bulgaria or Greece.  
 
If the current government wishes to radically change our long standing constitution to ape countries 
where the government has almost complete power over the people's representatives in parliament 
then that is there right, but we believe a stable and robust system of checks and balances with two 
reformed houses of parliament is a much safer choice for our nation and much more in keeping with 
our political traditions. 
 
 
Question: 
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Other small successful countries, such as New Zeala nd, have shown that it is 
perfectly possible to establish checks and balances  within a single-chamber 
(unicameral) parliament.  Why don’t we take on boar d the lessons of New Zealand?   
 
The lessons we should take from New Zealand are the perils and dangers of doing it this way. It 
abolished its upper house, the Legislative Council, in 1951 and accidently created an even more highly 
centralised government system. There have been several attempts recently to introduce a Senate. 
 
The 1852 New Zealand Constitution Act created a bicameral (two chambered) system with an 
unelected Legislative Council as the Upper House alongside a new House of Representatives. Before 
that the appointed Legislative Council: governed with the Governor General (Crown Rep). 
 
Over time the Governor General appointed Legislative Council members recommended by the Prime 
Minister. Their time was limited to 7 years. While these had seemed like positive reforms individually, 
combined they created a situation whereby the executive controlled the Council. As a result passing 
legislation became routine and by 1951 the Legislative Council was abolished. 
 
Only 2 years after abolition, a 1952 Government Commission recommended creating a Senate. The 
issue of creating a Senate is regularly revisited: most recently in 1990, 1993 and again in 2010. The 
concern is that New Zealand politics has now become too centralised.  Their Constitution had 
originally envisaged the provinces playing a role but that never happened. 
 
So New Zealand became a highly centralised state.  It stumbled into a form of highly centralised single 
chambered government; not because it wanted to move away from having a second chamber, but 
because it rejected the existing Legislative Council. 
 
We are making the same mistake here. We are now the verge of abolishing the Seanad because we 
are unhappy with its current performance without any serious thought or consideration of how a single 
chamber system might operate. We risk giving ourselves a deeply flawed and ineffective one chamber 
system with only a promise of some vague token Dáil reform. 
 
 
Question: 
Five European countries Denmark, Finland, Norway, C roatia and Slovakia have 
approximately the same population as Ireland (betwe en 4m and 6m). None of them 
has a Senate.  Why is Ireland going against the gra in on this? 
 
This is not a fair comparison as it does not compare like with like. The political structure in these 
countries is very different to that of Ireland.  
 
In Denmark, Norway and Sweden they have stronger and more representative local and regional 
governments. In Sweden for example, local government have the power to set their own local income 
tax. In fact these countries don’t have fewer politicians than Ireland they have more. Ireland has 948 
local councillors whilst Denmark has 2,500 and Norway has 12,000.  
   
 
Question: 
We have too many politicians. When combined with a reduction of eight in the 
number of TDs, Seanad abolition will cut the number  of public representatives by 
almost one-third.  Surely it is a good thing to red uce the number of politicians? 
 
Even advocates of a single chamber system regard this argument as nonsense.  Ireland has far fewer 
elected public representatives per head of population when you take into account local as well as 
national politicians. 
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Finland, which Enda Kenny gave as an example to back up his assertion, has a similar population to 
Ireland at just over 5 million and currently has five times the number of elected public representatives 
that we have. If the Government succeeds in its proposal to abolish the Seanad we will have an eighth 
of the number of elected politicians that Finland has. 
 
The Government is being disingenuous in using the argument that we have too many elected 
representatives to advance the cause of Seanad abolition.  After all, this Government pledged to cut 
the number of TDs by 20, but backed tracked on this pledge. They are now scape-goating the Seanad 
rather than dealing with a Dáil that will have 12 more TDs than Fine Gael promised. A referendum to 
change the ratio of TDs to population could have been held on Oct 4th if the Government were really 
serious about its pledge.  
 
 
Question: 
The new legislative process will ensure that legisl ation is fully considered before, 
during and after its enactment.  Each Bill will be referred back to the committee that 
originally considered it for a final examination. F urthermore, a Minister will have to 
revert to the relevant Dáil committee within 12 mon ths of its enactment to review 
and discuss its functioning and effectiveness. Sure ly we won't need a Seanad?  
 
The Programme for Government outlined the Government's plan to reduce the number of committees. 
The same document also committed to restrict the use of the guillotine to ensure that legislation was 
afforded enough time for proper debate.  However, the Government has rushed through almost 60% 
of the bills it has introduced without adequate debate so it has not delivered on this existing promise. 
The pool of people analysing a Bill will be exactly the same at all stages as they will be drawn from the 
Dáil so in effect there will be no additional scrutiny. 
 
There is no guarantee that any of these proposed changes to the way in which legislation is enacted 
will actually happen if the Seanad is abolished. Any potential savings through the abolition of the 
Seanad have been overstated and the proposed cost of the newly formatted committees (including the 
increase paid to chairpersons as well as any fees paid external experts) has not been disclosed.  
 
 
Question: 
Supporters of Seanad retention are deeply divided a bout the kind of reformed 
Seanad they want. Some want it to be an elected sec ond Dáil and others want it to 
be a House of experts, while others want some form of citizens' assembly. Surely it 
is precisely this lack of consensus which means tha t reform has never happened 
and never will happen?   
 
While there may be some divergence as to aspects of the operation of a Second Chamber between 
advocates of a “No” vote at the referendum: they are all absolutely agreed upon the necessity of 
having a Second Chamber that holds the government ministers and public officials to account.  
 
Voting “Yes” to the Government’s proposal simply means that there will be no second chamber. 
 
Voting “No” sends a clear message to the government that the people want a reformed and 
democratically accountable second chamber. There are several ways how it can move speedily to 
delivering this – first would be to advance the Quinn/Zappone Seanad, which has passed Second 
Stage in the Seanad, and amending it where necessary. 
 
The government could also consult the Constitutional Convention on its views on the Quinn/Zappone 
Bill and put their suggested amendments to the Oireachtas. These reforms could easily be in place in 
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time for the next Seanad election – it means that at the next Seanad election, which may coincide with 
the 2016 centenary, citizens North and South would be able to vote in an election for a chamber of the 
Oireachtas.     
 
 
Question: 
Does our country not have enough divisions between different sectors without these 
being formalised in our governmental structures?  
 
Keeping government honest and ensuring fairness as far as possible nearly always means two 
institutions - a Court decision must offer the option of an Appeal Court, a public body must be subject 
to the review of an Ombudsman.  And the Dáil needs some form of oversight on its decisions.  The 
Seanad may not be strong but it is all we have.  Division?  Yes - but for our protection. 
 
 
Question: 
Isn’t the Taoiseach right…. modern Ireland cannot b e governed effectively by a 
political system originally designed for 19th centu ry Britain?  
 
The comparison with 19th Century Britain does not hold water.  Seanad Éireann was constituted 
arising from the plebiscite to ratify Bunreacht na hÉireann in 1937.  This Constitution was a free 
Constitution enacted by the Irish people free from external impediment.   
 
In making that point, it should be recognised that what worked in the 1930s does not necessarily hold 
today.  That is why Democracy Matters are proposing significant reforms to how the Seanad is 
elected, composed and does its business.   
 
We want a new Seanad, not a Seanad more suited to the Ireland of 1930s and certainly far removed 
from 19th century British models. 
 
 
Question: 
Why should the existence or abolition of the Seanad  of any practical interest to me?  
 
Because without the Seanad there is no opposition available to dispute a bad or unfair Dáil decision.  
Once a Government is in place, the opposition in the Dáil is effectively neutered until the next election. 
 
 
Question: 
Is there not a risk of political gridlock (as in th e USA) if we were to have a 
strengthened and directly elected Seanad?  
 
No. The claim having a directly electing a reformed Seanad will lead to gridlock and/or conflict with the 
Dáil has no basis in reality. Gridlock is the phrase used to describe the conflict in American politics 
between the President and Congress when each is controlled by different parties – hardly a likely 
situation here with Dáil and Seanad elections being held just 60 days apart.  
 
Even so, a reformed and more democratically accountable Seanad would be better able to scrutinise 
and, where necessary, revise Government legislation and hold Ministers, regulators and public officials 
to account, but would not be able to frustrate the mandated legislative programme of the Government. 
The Constitution gave the Seanad the power to delay legislation, not reject it. This situation would 
continue.   
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Question: 
Won’t Seanad reform take years to implement – isn’t  it just easier to abolish it and 
focus on Dáil reform instead?  
 
If the Seanad is abolished the Dáil will never being meaningfully reformed. While there may be token 
gestures, such as the Friday Dáil sittings, Governments essentially like the Dáil as it is - the opposition 
neutered until the next election, the government backbenchers silenced or ignored by the whip 
system, and the Taoiseach and/or Cabinet in total and unchallengeable control to do as they wish. 
 
Implementing Dáil reform should be an absolute pre-requisite for any consideration of Seanad 
abolition – not a casual afterthought. 
 
 
Question: 
What guarantees do I have that voting No will resul t in reform and not just be taken 
as approval of the Status Quo?  
 
Voting No is the only way to secure reform.  Voting Yes will consign the Seanad to history and put our 
parliamentary democracy in unchartered waters. A No Vote will send a message to the Government 
that Seanad Reform now has to happen.   
 
The Seanad has united around a Reform Bill by Senators Quinn and Zappone which was passed at 
second stage in May 2013. The Taoiseach gazumped this Bill with a referendum, but if the people 
reject that referendum the Reform Bill will have extra impetus.   
 
Democracy Matters is campaigning for a reformed Seanad, not to retain the status quo.   
 
In the immediate aftermath of the referendum being defeated, Senators Quinn and Zappone will be 
pushing for their Bill to proceed through parliament.   
 
 
Question: 
Let’s cut the pay to the average industrial wage an d the numbers to 40. That would 
be real reform?  
 
Of course, TDs and Senators should take pay cuts like the rest of us. The Quinn Zappone Seanad 
Reform Bill proposes that Senators receive only half a TDs salary (giving them a salary of approx. 
€45,000). To cut pay further would ensure that only elites with other sources of income could “afford” 
to sit in the Seanad.  A salary below this would act as a barrier for the “ordinary” people and preclude 
them from entering a political system that badly needs their contribution.  Reducing the number of 
Senators without introducing real political reform would serve no purpose given the Dáil has no real 
power to scrutinise and amend legislation. 
 
 
Question: 
Where have those now championing reform been for th e past 30 years of 
dysfunction?  
 
There are 12 separate reports calling for reform of the Seanad so it is not fair to say that this is a new 
development.  
 
So-called champions of reform are now faced with the potential abolition of the Seanad so it 
imperative that they are more vocal to ensure its survival while also recognising that the upcoming 
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referendum presents a unique opportunity to radically reform the Upper House to make it a more 
democratic and effective entity.  
 
Seanad reform has been a feature of the political agenda for many years – this is evidenced in the 12 
Reports which has highlighted potential areas for reform.  There have also been many, many debates 
on Seanad reform over the years. The voices calling for reform have always been there. 
 
However, the reality is that down through the decades, it has suited the government of the day to have 
a powerless, impotent Seanad. The enthusiasm of opposition parties for Seanad reform fades away 
very quickly once they warm to the seat of power. The voices and personalities calling for reform have 
always been there, but their calls have been ignored by successive governments. 
 
 
Question: 
Why not abolish the Seanad for 10 years and see how  we get on. We can consider a 
new Seanad then.  
 
What happens in the interim? What happens when there is no Seanad and no reformed Dáil? The 
weaknesses and flaws in our political system which were exposed by the economic collapse would 
merely be consolidated into a Dáil controlled by the Government whips where almost 60% of 
legislation is guillotined through with minimal debate or scrutiny. 
 
How much more power are we prepared to hand over to; and how much less accountability are we 
willing to accept from the Government with the largest majority in the history of the State?  Who will 
identify and correct the next 500+ amendments to vital pieces of legislation the Dáil will miss due to 
guillotines or curtailed Dáil debate and the absence of a Seanad?  
 
Who will provide the checks and balances in our democratic process after we make 19 pages of 
changes and deletions to our Constitution? 
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Who is Democracy Matters and how is this campaign funded? 
 
Democracy Matters is an independent broad based group of individuals from across Irish society who 
will campaign against Government plans to abolish Seanad Éireann. The group is seeking real and 
radical reforms that will promote greater gender equality, transparency, and accountability across our 
entire political system. 
 
The Seanad Reform Group was established in early 2012 by Senators Feargal Quinn and Katherine 
Zappone, former Tánaiste Michael McDowell, former Senator Joe O’Toole, and Barrister and 
Journalist Noel Whelan to campaign for the radical reform of Seanad Éireann. The Seanad Reform 
Group produced “Radical Seanad Reform Through Legislative Change – a Consultation Paper” in April 
2013 
 
Democracy Matters was subsequently established in May 2013 and is chaired independently by 
Professor Gary Murphy, DCU School of Law and Government. The campaign is supported by 
concerned individuals from across the country and spokespeople include Dr. Suzanne Egan, Darren 
Lehane B.L, Margaret E. Ward, and Tiernan Brady. 
 
Members of the campaign steering group include Michael McDowell, Joe O’Toole, Noel Whelan, 
Katherine Zappone, Suzanne Egan, John Dolan and Fergal Quinn, as well as other interested 
individuals form across civil society. Democracy Matters is independent, it is not aligned to any political 
party and is only campaigning on the issue of Seanad reform. It is registered as a campaign group in 
accordance with the Electoral Acts. 
 
Democracy Matters is funding its activities through individual donations in accordance with all the 
relevant finance regulations and laws. 
 
 
 
 

 

Contact Democracy Matters: 

 
http://www.democracymatters.ie/ 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/democracymattersireland 

 

https://twitter.com/DemMattersIRL 


