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EXCLUSIVE: Leaked audio
reveals financial dysfunction
and distrust in health system
● Recording of a Department of Health meeting contains references to ‘fake targets’
● Concerns about HSE’s financial ‘sloppiness’ and credibility of health budgets also detailed
BY AARON ROGAN
AND DANIEL MURRAY

A leaked recording of an internal Department of Health
meeting has revealed worrying concerns about “fake
targets”, “dysfunction” and
distrust at the heart of the
health system.
The Business Post has obtained a recording of a meeting of department officials
held on January 27 to discuss
issues that were on the agenda
for the Health Budget Oversight Group, which includes
the HSE and Department of
Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER).
The comments made by
those in attendance provide
an unprecedented level of
transparency into the inner
workings of the health system by the very people who
oversee it. Those present at
the meeting were not aware
it was being recorded, so
were speaking freely. The issues raised are in the public
interest.
Among the worrying aspects of the discussion were
references to “chasing fake
targets”, a wider recruitment
crisis in the HSE, “sloppiness”

See full analysis: pages 6-7

around financial reporting
and “hundreds of millions”
of euro of adjustments for
“fundamental errors” in past
accounts.
There were also discussions about how ministers
handled the health budget,
with unachievable political
targets meaning that money
was being spent on the HSE
which could not be used for

The officials
discussed the
‘dysfunction’ at the
heart of the health
service’s finances

the budgeted purpose, such
as in this year’s record mental
health allocation.
Together, the officials discussed the “dysfunction” and
lack of trust at the heart of
the country’s health service,
particularly between the department and the HSE.
During the meeting, they
referred to the department’s
“credibility issue”, stating
that, despite a strong appetite
to invest in the health system,
Taoiseach Micheál Martin had
difficulty in trusting their
ability to plan.
The content of the meeting
caused such concern that a
disclosure was made on January 31 to the Public Accounts
Committee and the Oireachtas Health Committee. That
disclosure contained partial
minutes of the meeting re-

lating to a number of areas
of concern:
l The under-recruitment of
10,000 staff budgeted for
in 2022, with a shortfall
of 4,500 leading to a circa
€250 million surplus;
l The consequences of “fake
targets” for recruitment,
driven by politicians, with
a reference to recent revelations about the Child and
Adolescent Mental Health
Services (CAMHS) in south
Kerry;
l The damage being done to
the Taoiseach’s confidence
in the Department of Health
and the HSE;
l A “fundamental error” in
the HSE’s 2020 accounts
potentially relating to hundreds of millions of euro,
and incredulity that the
Comptroller and Auditor
General (C&AG) had signed
off on the accounts;
l A C&AG investigation into
recruitment practices at the
HSE, with reference to consultants being hired at rates
above the starting salary on
the pay scale;
l Officials alleging “sloppy”
and inadequate financial
reporting by the HSE; and
l Questions over the HSE

Rising property prices will limit
state’s new shared equity scheme
BY KILLIAN WOODS

Rising property prices are
threatening to reduce the
impact of the government’s
shared equity scheme before
it has been officially opened
for applicants, a new Business
Post analysis has found.
A review by this newspaper of new-build homes
currently on the market has
shown that there is a dearth of
properties that will be accessible through the First Home
affordable purchase shared
equity scheme because market prices already exceed the
affordable housing caps.
The scheme, which is due
to be launched by the middle
of this year, will involve the
government supporting firsttime buyers to buy new-build
private market homes. It will
take up to a 20 per cent equity
stake in the property in most
instances.

Only new-build homes
below a certain price will
be eligible. The price cap
for houses in Dublin city
and Dún Laoghaire is set at
€450,000, while the limit for
Fingal, Wicklow, Galway city,
Cork city and south Dublin is
€400,000. Co Cork, Co Galway, Kildare, Meath and Limerick have a cap of €350,000.
A Business Post analysis has
shown that there are very few
homes in these high-demand
areas that fall within the price
caps of the scheme. Many
homes that currently fall below the price caps are only
marginally within the limits of
the scheme designed to make
homes more affordable.
Out of more than 50 developments of new-build homes
in Dublin, only four have
homes within the price limits
of the First Home scheme. In
Kildare, only two developments of 40 have three-bed

homes that buyers could access using First Home.
Elsewhere in the country,
in Waterford and Tipperary,
there are no homes currently
on the market that would be
accessible to buyers who wish
to avail of the scheme.
Parts of the country, including Cork and Wexford, have
a number of developments
with three-bed properties
that could be purchased
with support from the state
through First Home.
In Cork, these homes are
€10,000 below the €350,000
price cap. In Wexford, threebed homes are advertised at
prices between €248,000 and
€280,000. The price cap limit
is €300,000 in Wexford.
Last year, house prices rose
by roughly 13.5 per cent, according to the Central Statistics Office (CSO). The Society
of Chartered Surveyors Ireland has forecast that prices

will increase by 5 per cent in
2022.
The property price inflation
expected in 2022 could push
more new-build homes out of
the reach of households who
wish to buy homes through
the shared equity scheme.
In some new-build estates,
homes in second and third
phases of housing estates are
being advertised for €50,000
to €100,000 more than the
first tranches of homes.
Last week, Darragh O’Brien,
the Minister for Housing, told
the Oireachtas Housing Committee that the regional caps
will not be reviewed before
the First Home scheme is
opened to applicants.
“I’m not reviewing them
right now. I expect the First
Home shared equity to be
affected from the end of Q2
this year,” he said.
A spokeswoman for
to page 2

board’s activity on financial issues.
A spokeswoman for the
Department of Health did
not respond to detailed queries on the issues raised at the
meeting.
“The Department of Health
is the accountable department in respect of expenditure of the Health Service
Executive which represents

the largest part of the overall
budget for the health vote of
€21 billion,” a statement from
the department said.
“The Minister for Health
speaks and meets regularly
with the HSE executive team.
He holds formal bi-weekly
meetings with the chair of
the HSE board, the secretary
general of his department and

to page 2

The nixing of the $40 billion
Nvidia deal shouldn’t have
come as a surprise page 12

BY LORCAN ALLEN

Food prices are likely to rise
significantly in the months
ahead, a leading economist
has warned.
Michael Wallace, professor of agriculture and food
economics at UCD, told the
Business Post that inflation
was starting to take hold
in the food sector, and that
it could hit 5 per cent later
this year.
The prediction comes as
Irish households face the
biggest squeeze on disposable incomes in two
decades. The majority of
inflation in the economy
has so far been driven by
spiralling energy costs, but
consumers are now likely

to see higher bills for their
weekly food shop.
“It seems clear to me,
based on the data from the
final months of 2021, that
food price inflation is beginning to pick up. There’s
a lot of pent-up pressure
in the food system and it’s
hard to see that not starting
to feed through to prices
on supermarket shelves at
some point this year,” Wallace said.
“The latest Central Statistics Office [CSO] figures
show the rate of food price
inflation doubled between
November and December,
which suggests to me that
higher prices are coming.
It’s quite possible we could
to page 2
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US union writes to Kingspan’s major
shareholder over Grenfell Tower fire
Dispute escalates as
sheet metal workers’
organisation follows
report on investigation
with letter to
company’s biggest
institutional investor
BY BARRY J WHYTE

An American sheet metal workers’ union
has gone head to head with Kingspan,
writing to the company’s biggest institutional shareholder to give them
an “investor briefing”, and refusing to
withdraw a report on the Grenfell Tower
inquiry that Kingspan says is defamatory.
Kingspan has been in a months-long
dispute with the Washingon DC-based
International Association of Sheet Metal,
Air, Rail and Transportation Workers
(Smart), which in November published
a report on the inquiry into the Grenfell
Tower fire, in which 72 people died.
The report, entitled Kingspan and the
Grenfell Tower Inquiry: A Report for Architects, Specifiers, Project Managers,
and Fire Protection Engineers, has been
circulated to various construction industry figures, according to Smart, and “uses
evidence from the inquiry to document
Kingspan’s shortcomings in fire testing,
certification and marketing over the period 2006 to 2020”.
Kingspan, led by chief executive Gene
Murtagh, says the report is defamatory
and in November it sent a legal letter
to the trade union through its law firm,
DLA Piper, threatening legal action if the
union didn’t withdraw the report.
Kingspan’s lawyers claim the report
“contains several libellous statements,
made by Smart to intentionally and maliciously cause injury to Kingspan” and
demands that Smart discontinue the circulation of the report, take it down from
the internet, and identify all recipients of
the report “so that Kingspan may mitigate
damage caused”.
Smart has declined to withdraw the
report, and has since published a rebuttal
on its website — KingspanOnFire.org —
in which it reiterates its position and
provides the sources from the inquiry
on which it based the disputed elements

of its report.
Over the last year, Kingspan has been
the subject of a steady stream of allegations emerging from the public inquiry
into the fire at Grenfell Tower and the
company has previously been accused
by lawyers for the deceased and injured
of being “seminally causative” by helping
to create the conditions that led to the fire.
Kingspan has denied the claims. A
spokesman for the company has on a
number of occasions insisted that "statements made by barristers at the Grenfell
Tower Inquiry are allegations rather than
evidence, and Kingspan disputes several
of the claims made“.
The spokesman has also said that
“Kingspan believes the evidence shows
that the type of insulation used on Grenfell Tower made no material difference to
the nature and speed of the spread of the
fire”, and that “Kingspan strongly rejects
that any of the shortcomings in testing

or conduct that have come to light in the
inquiry were causative of the failures that
led to the Grenfell Tower fire.”
The company has also said it played no
role in the design or construction of the
cladding system on Grenfell Tower. It has
maintained that a small percentage of its
product was used as a substitute, without
its involvement or knowledge, in part of
the system, which was not compliant
with building regulations and was unsafe.
The company has had notable difficulties with its Kooltherm K15 insulation
product, which constituted around 5 per
cent of the cladding on Grenfell, and has
been the subject of dozens of hours of
testimony at the inquiry.
In October 2020, Kingspan withdrew
certain test reports related to K15 because, it said, “the very first test carried
out on Kooltherm K15 in 2005 was not
representative of the K15 product which
had been sold by them from 2006 on-

Rising property prices will limit
state’s new shared equity scheme
from page 1

O'Brien said "the regional
price caps may be subject to
revision before being set by
the Minister in regulations".
Further assessment of
homes being delivered by the
largest residential developers
in Ireland, including Glenveagh, Cairn, Quintain and Ballymore, has shown that many
of their properties will also
be inaccessible to First Home
applicants.
Last month, agents acting on behalf of Glenveagh
contacted interested buyers
about homes available in the
new development called Riversend in Trim, Co Meath. The
starting price for a three-bed
house is €370,000, which is
€20,000 above the shared
equity price cap for Meath.
Glenveagh’s homes in
Tullamore, Co Offaly, are
priced between €280,000
to €335,000, and also out-

side the shared equity limit.
Similarly, the €410,000 price
for a new homes in Ledwill
Park, Kilcock, Co Kildare, are
outside the limits.
The company does have
some three-bed homes
in Balbriggan for between
€357,000 to €400,000, which
is within the Fingal price
cap of €400,000. It also has
three-bed homes in Meath for
€310,000 and €330,000.
Cairn Homes has units in
Graydon, Newcastle, Co Dublin for between €310,000 and
€350,000, within the First
Home limits. But its new
properties in Whitethorn,
Naas, Kildare are €45,000
outside the price cap limit of
€350,000.
A spokeswoman for Cairn
said it would be delivering
new homes across eight developments in 2022, in Dublin, Wicklow, Kildare and
Meath, which will be eligible

for the shared equity scheme.
“Cairn expect this number
to increase in 2023 to include
other regional locations including Cork, Kilkenny and
Galway. Despite recent significant build cost inflation,
Cairn will continue to leverage
its operational capability and
scale to deliver homes at these
competitive price points.”
The First Home shared equity scheme, which was announced in 2021, was created following a large lobbying
campaign by the property
industry.
When it was being enacted,
the government was criticised
by Eoin Ó Broin, Sinn Féin’s
housing spokesperson. He
said that shared equity loans
will “not make homes more
affordable” and will instead
“prop up high house prices or
inflate them further”.
The Economic and Social
Research Institute (ESRI) also

warned the scheme could
cause house prices to rise and
stimulate construction in the
“wrong areas”. A spokesman
for the Department of Housing previously told this newspaper that the scheme in its
current form has addressed
the concerns raised.
David Duffy, director of
Property Industry Ireland,
the lobby group, told the
Business Post that he has
concerns about the current
price caps.
“The current caps could deter investment and delivery
in [areas outside Dublin]. In
such situations the difference
in price caps may also have an
impact on the type of homes
being delivered and on the
choice available to the buyer,” he said.
“The price caps under the
scheme need to accommodate desired densities, house
types and delivery costs.”

wards”. And last month Kingspan suspended sales of K15 over issues relating
to its certification.
When contacted by the Business Post,
Meredith Schafer, a spokeswoman for
Smart, said Kingspan has been marketing
Kooltherm in the US since 2018, and
many people involved in the industry
in the US were not aware of what has
come out in the inquiry.
“We think it’s important to educate
the industry, elected officials and others
about it in the United States,” Schafer
said.
Since the current phase of the inquiry
began, Kingspan has suffered a significant public backlash. In December, for
example, the company had to drop a
proposed sponsorship agreement with
the Mercedes Formula One team over
the controversy, while Michael Gove,
the British housing minister, wrote to
Ulster Rugby asking them to also drop

Gene Murtagh, Kingspan chief
executive: says a report by a US sheet
metal workers’ union on the Grenfell
Tower inquiry is defamatory 

their sponsorship relationship with the
company.
Several funds have disposed of their
stakes in Kingspan, and some have directly criticised the company for some of
the evidence heard in the inquiry. Baillie Gifford, an investment fund, told an
advocacy group called Grenfell United
that “the allegations of misconduct at
Kingspan were deeply concerning” before it sold around £200 million worth
of shares in early 2021.
WHEB Asset Management, an ethical
investment firm, sold its shares citing
“an attitude that prioritised commercial

Inflation wave could
lift food prices by 5%,
economist warns
from page 1

be facing into food price inflation of 4 to 5 per cent later this year, similar to other
countries in Europe.
Wallace said it was “very
hard to see” how Ireland could
avoid some level of food price
inflation, particularly when
it’s estimated that 20 to 30 per

cent of the absolute cost of
food is linked to energy.
“We’ve seen very significant inflation in energy prices
already, and unfortunately it
doesn’t look like we’re going
to see any reprieve in energy
markets in the short term,”
he said.
Up to now, food prices have

Leaked audio reveals
financial dysfunction and
distrust in health system
from page 1

senior HSE executives. These
meetings are professional,
constructive and respectful.
“There is, however, a
long-standing and significant deficit in IT systems for
financial management and

reporting in the health service. There is no single financial management system, for
example.
“This challenge has been
widely reported, including
in your own newspaper. The
HSE is working to address this

advantage over product safety”.
Other firms, such as the Capital Group,
a Los Angeles-based fund with $2.6 trillion in assets under management, have
steadily increased their stake. The Capital
Group now holds a stake worth nearly
€1.5 billion in Kingspan.
Last week, Schafer wrote to portfolio
managers at the Capital Group asking for
a meeting with the portfolio managers to
outline Smart’s concerns over the revelations from the Grenfell Tower fire inquiry
and to “arrange an investor briefing for
your team” that relates to the inquiry, fire
safety matters, and governance issues at
the company.
Schafer also asks in the email for a
chance to discuss “the environmental,
health and safety issues that concern the
community surrounding the Kingspan
factories in Santa Ana, California”.
Smart has been involved in a long-running industrial relations dispute with
Kingspan over what it describes as “serious problems at their Santa Ana facilities
that need to be resolved”, relating to air
quality inside the facilities.
In the letter, Smart says that “in October workers filed whistleblower complaints with both the California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA)
and California Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (CalOSHA) alleging violations of clean water and worker
safety laws.”
Kingspan has disputed those claims
and distributed a leaflet to employees
claiming the air inside the factory is
“healthy” based on its own study. When
contacted by the Business Post, a spokesman for Kingspan declined to comment
on the legal letter sent by the company’s
lawyers, or about the report produced
by Smart.
On the Santa Ana dispute he said,
“Kingspan has a long history of dedication to a safe working environment for
all employees, in fact as of today in our
Santa Ana facility it has been over 600
days since we had a lost time injury or
illness, and we have never had an illness
related to air quality.”
He disputed the Smart report on air
quality, saying that it was “based on exposure standards set for outdoor situations as opposed to indoors in a manufacturing facility such as ours”. Kingspan’s
own tests “found our employees were not
exposed to dangerous air quality inside
our facility”.

been largely resistant to the
wider inflation trend in the
economy.
Figures from the CSO show
food prices in December were
just 1.3 per cent higher than a
year previously.
Although prices for products like pasta, breakfast cereals, bread and baked goods
increased at a higher rate than
the average, the price of staple foods such as meat, dairy,
fruit and vegetables remained
largely unchanged in 2021.
Ireland is something of an
outlier compared to other Eu-

ropean countries where food
prices are rising much faster.
“The lack of inflation in
food prices in Ireland is a bit
of a puzzle. If you look across
Europe, food price inflation
in countries like Germany is
running at 5 per cent,” Wallace said.
“I think one of the reasons
for this is down to the strength
of our local food industry here.
We’ve had no major problems
keeping supermarket shelves
stocked or with supply chain
bottlenecks like they’ve had
in the UK or the US.”

challenge and is introducing
an integrated financial management system.”
A spokesman for the HSE
said it was not aware of the
Department of Health meeting the recording relates to.
“There are regular discussions between us and the
department on matters such
as recruitment and financial
reporting,” he said. “We seek
to ensure that such discussions are always respectful
and professional.

“The characterisation of
these discussions in the material you have provided is
not one that has ever been
put to us, nor do we recognise it. Similarly, much of the
narrative concerning these
issues in this material is not
correct.”
When asked to clarify any
issue that was not correct,
the spokesman said the HSE
would not be adding to the
statement.
Full story: pages 6-7
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A recorded meeting of Health
Department officials features
concerns over ‘chasing fake
targets’, a recruitment crisis in
the HSE, ‘sloppiness’ in financial
reporting, and ‘hundreds of
millions’ of euro that might be
needed to adjust for ‘fundamental
errors’ in past accounts. Aaron
Rogan and Daniel Murray report

O

n January 27, senior
officials in the Department of Health held a
Zoom call to formulate
a strategy ahead of
a meeting with HSE
finance officials and the Department
of Public Expenditure and Reform
(DPER).
Over more than 45 minutes, the officials laid bare what they considered
to be serious financial governance
issues at the HSE, and expressed frustration at long-running issues in a
health service that received €21 billion
in taxpayers’ money last year, a record
budget that has been retained this
year.
The Business Post has obtained a recording of the meeting, which we are
reporting here, as the matters raised
are clearly in the public interest. Comments made in the meeting provide an
unprecedented level of transparency
into the inner workings of the health
system by the very people who are
paid to oversee it. Those present at the
meeting were not aware it was being
recorded, so were speaking freely
about the issues raised.
Among the worrying aspects of the
discussion were references to “chasing fake targets”, a wider recruitment
crisis in the HSE, “sloppiness” around
financial reporting and “hundreds of
millions” of euro of adjustments for
“fundamental errors” in past
accounts.
There were also discussions about
how ministers handled the health
budget, with unachievable political
targets meaning money was being
spent on the HSE that could not be
used for the budgeted purpose, such
as in this year’s record mental health
budget.
Together, the officials discussed the
“dysfunction” and lack of trust at the
heart of the country’s health service
finances.
During the meeting, they revealed
distrust between officials and the department’s “credibility issue”, stating
that, despite a strong appetite to invest
in the health system, the Taoiseach
had difficulty in trusting their ability
to plan.
The content of the meeting caused
such concern that a disclosure was
made on January 31 to the Public Accounts Committee and the Oireachtas
Health Committee.
That disclosure contained partial
minutes of the meeting relating to a
number of areas of concern:
l The under-recruitment of 10,000
staff budgeted for in 2022, with a
shortfall of 4,500 leading to a circa
€250 million surplus;
l The consequences of “fake targets”
for recruitment, driven by politicians, with a reference to recent
revelations about the Child and
Adolescent Mental Health Services
(CAMHS) in south Kerry;
l The damage being done to the Taoiseach’s confidence in the Department of Health and the HSE;
l A “fundamental error” in the HSE’s
2020 accounts potentially relating
to hundreds of millions of euro, and
incredulity that the Comptroller
and Auditor General (C&AG) had
signed off on the accounts;
l A C&AG investigation into recruitment practices at the HSE, with
reference to consultants being hired
at rates above the starting salary on
the pay scale;
l Officials alleging “sloppy” and inadequate financial reporting by the
HSE; and
l A claim that a junior minister
pushed €23 million extra on the
HSE for mental health services,
despite being told by the executive
that it could only recruit enough
staff to spend €10 million.
The disclosure to the Oireachtas
committees includes partial quotes
from the January 27 meeting which
highlight the level of concern raised
by the officials at the meeting in relation to those areas.

‘Fake targets’

Since 2019, the HSE, Department of
Health and DPER have met regularly
at the Health Budget Oversight Group
(HBOG), which was introduced as a
new control to curb overspending in the health sector.
Its minutes are published on
the DPER website, but contain
little detail on the extent of the
financial problems and other
issues at the HSE.
The pre-HBOG meeting held
by Department of Health officials on January 27 to discuss
how they would approach the

tripartite meeting with the HSE and
DPER revealed a level of detail about
the financial and political state of
Ireland’s health service rarely, if ever,
revealed before.
The meeting started with the issue of
how to divert almost half of an agreed
budget to recruit 10,000 health staff
into cutting waiting lists instead, as
the recruitment target was “not going to happen”. The idea of diverting
part of this budget to waiting lists was
attributed to Robert Watt, the secretary general of the department, who
moved from the same role in the DPER
in January 2021.
Stephen Donnelly, the Minister for
Health, and the HSE agreed a budget
last year to recruit 10,000 new wholetime equivalents, or WTEs, in 2022.
That target and its accompanying
budget was last week confirmed in the
HSE’s National Service Plan for 2022,
due for publication shortly, despite an
admission by department officials that
it is not going to be met.
Two officials at the meeting on January 27 said in no uncertain terms that
10,000 WTEs would not be recruited,
giving the updated figure as just 5,500.
“They’re not going to fill 10,000. So
forget about that. That’s out of date.
Forget it. It’s not going to happen,”
Alan Hughes, an assistant principal
accountant, said.
This isn’t the first time that health
recruitment targets and associated budgets have been set and not
reached. At the end of 2020, the
Minister for Health set a target for
new health service recruits in 2021 of
14,700.
That was revised down to just over
7,000 by the end of last year. Responding to a parliamentary question in October last year on the issue, Donnelly
claimed that the reduction in targets
was a once-off, due to Covid-19 pressures, and that “the targeted recruitment that hasn’t materialised in 2021
will be targeted in 2022, subject to
budget constraints”.
Budget constraints clearly weren’t
the problem at last month’s meeting of
health officials. In fact, the recording
from the Department of Health show
officials strategising at the beginning
of the year on how to use the leftover
budget from recruitment targets that
they are certain won’t be met by the
end of this year.
The issue for Hughes and John
O’Grady, a principal officer in the Department of Health’s finance unit, was
what would be done with that money
instead. Scrapping the plan for 10,000
recruits posed a problem for the overall budget.
O’Grady suggested that revising
the budget to reflect the lower target
would involve a reduction of about
€250 million, though that was never
considered at the meeting.
“Unless we reduce their budget,
which I don’t think is currently in
prospect, back to fund 5,500 bodies,
they have an inbuilt saving. So we
just need to consider, how do we reflect that? Perhaps it’s in some kind
of placeholder cost centre that we
know is the difference between 5,500
people and 10,000 people,” O’Grady
suggested when another official joined
the call.
Louise McGirr, an assistant secretary
general at the department who recently joined from the DPER, entered the
meeting. After she was brought up to

Paul Reid: Financial
management of HSE was
strongly criticised

So much
dysfunction in terms
of chasing fake
targets and creating
work trying to
explain away why
we haven’t done
things we were
never going to do

We need to start managing
the expectations of not
just the HSE, but more
importantly the politicians,
the politicians are driving
this, because... if you are
promising stuff and not
delivering it while getting
funding, it’s even worse for
your reputation

REVEALED: ‘fak
and distrust at th
speed on what they were discussing,
she referred to a much more fundamental problem: “There’s a couple of
issues here isn’t there? Because . . . it’s
really important that we’re realistic
and credible. The higher numbers
have given rise, even in my short time
here, to so much dysfunction in terms
of chasing fake targets, and creating
work trying to explain away why we
haven’t done stuff that we were never
going to do.
“So that’s really problematic and
causes us to be viewed as, certainly
the Taoiseach is very exercised about
this . . . just that we are not able to plan
effectively. It’s really problematic in
terms of trusting us.”
McGirr went on to say that Watt had
indicated that the difference between
the budget for 10,000 recruits and the
5,500 which would be attained should
be spent on waiting lists.
It was agreed by the officials that a
“technical” accounting solution would
be needed to allow the HSE to keep
the full budget, but use it for other
spending.
“It has to be incentivised or feasible
for them, if they get the higher numbers, to recruit those. But at the same
time, we need to be credible in the
numbers and not have loads of money
sitting there accounted for bodies that
aren’t going in,” McGirr said.
She said that if the money from the
budget was returned to the Department of Health, the HSE would view
this as it “being punished for being
honest”.
O’Grady agreed that this would
be the sentiment, and said that if
the money was taken back, the HSE
would complain about its being withdrawn when there were other areas
they had requested extra funding for.
Later in the meeting, the officials
questioned whether, even if they
could allocate the surplus recruitment
funding as Watt had wanted, the HSE
would actually be able to spend that
extra money on waiting lists, and
whether they would even be able to
spend their existing €250 million allocation for waiting lists.
Donnelly said following the budget announcement last year that his
“most urgent health priority for 2022
is taking immediate action to address
waiting lists which are unacceptably
high at present”.
During the discussion among
health officials on how the money
could be diverted from recruitment towards waiting lists,
O’Grady warned that doing so
could “get very messy” and
“that the money gets lost very
easily in the system”.
McGirr agreed and said: “It
never sees the light of day.”

Political pressure

During the discussion on

“fake targets”, Eoin Halpin, an assistant principal in the finance unit,
raised his view that the issue was not
solely that of the HSE asking for more
money and made a claim about the
handling of part of the budget by Mary
Butler, Minister of State for Mental
Health and Older People.
“On mental health, the HSE originally wanted [an extra] €10 million.
We gave them €23 million for 300
new staff. They said in no way could
they recruit those 300 new staff, and
it was Minister Butler actually wanted
to give them originally €36 million or
something like that,” Halpin said.
“The HSE have said all along: ‘We
won’t be able to spend this’, and
they’re still saying that, but that was
driven by us and the minister, they
didn’t want the money. They wanted
10, we gave them 23, so it is probably
not fair in all cases to say that the HSE
wanted it. Some of it was effectively
problems of our own making, but
driven by the politicians.”
Under political pressure from the
opposition in the run-up to Budget
2022, Butler made public pronouncements about needing to increase the
mental health budget, to bring it in line
with the European average spend on
mental health.
“I will be pushing very hard in this
year’s estimates to get the biggest budget we’ve ever had for mental health
funding,” Butler told an Oireachtas
sub-committee on mental health in
September 2021.
Following the budget announcement, Butler herself heralded the “record” investment in mental health.
As the discussion progressed at the
meeting of health officials, the topic
of political agendas causing problems
for realistic health planning was raised
again.
Margaret Campbell, a principal
officer at the Department of Health
responsible for the HSE Pay and Numbers strategy and performance, outlined her views.
“I do think we do need to come up
with a way that we can better manage
the expectations, as Eoin [Halpin] said,
of the politicians, because a lot of the
time, it’s the politicians that are driving these numbers. We like to blame
the HSE because the more money we
give them, the more they’ll take. And
the more [the HSE] will be very unwilling to give back to us,” she said.
“We know that’s driven by the
whole budgeting cycle. And that’s
one of the things that we were
trying to get across to Robert
[Watt] the other day is that there
is so much attached to the recruitment.”
Campbell outlined a number
of areas where recruitment
was crucial, such as new
developments and waiting
lists. She then made a direct

link between the recruitment problem
and the south Kerry CAMHS scandal,
which was a breaking news story at
the time of the meeting.
“Even if you look at the incident
in south Kerry yesterday, you know,
what has come out in that report? The
whole thing was: ‘Why haven’t the
HSE recruited?’ We know we will face
a big challenge this year, how we’re
going to get even the 5,500, whether
that is achievable or not, and how
we can best manage and monitor
that. We need to start managing the
expectations of not just the HSE, but
more importantly, the politicians that
are driving this, because . . . if you’re
promising stuff and not delivering it,
while getting the funding, it’s even
worse for your reputation going forward.”
She said that if the budget needed
to be revised to take account of the
lower recruitment target, the “inevitable fear” for the HSE would be that
the funding would be lost. “And once
the funding is lost, they’ll never get it
back.”
With no firm solution reached on
what to do with the money earmarked
for 4,500 roles that would not be
recruited, the meeting moved on to
other matters that would be discussed
at HBOG.

A red flag

At one point in the meeting, O’Grady
said that the DPER was “a little bit incredulous” that on January 27, the Department of Health still did not know
the end-of-year financial position of

Stephen Donnelly:
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management

the HSE.
He then revealed that during a call
with HSE financial staff, he had been
informed that the health agency was
“talking about doing prior year adjustments” for 2020, which he described
as an “interesting development”.
A prior year adjustment is usually
a correction of errors in the reporting
on a company’s prior period financial
statement.
In O’Grady’s view, they are “kind of
a no-no in the accounting world” and
he said that this was evident by the
facial expressions of some health officials reacting to the news.
“Effectively, if any plc company does
a prior year adjustment, it’s a huge red
flag that there is something amiss in
their original estimates for that year,
and that’s equally applicable here.
I suppose it’s welcome and a good
thing that they’re fixing it. Hopefully,
the ramifications of that mean the
behaviour will be learned from and
they won’t find themselves in a similar
situation of accruing things that don’t
have a basis. But it’s going to be controversial. There’s going to be media
comment,” he said.
McGirr then interjected to say the
department did not know how much
the prior year adjustments would actually be and what they were actually
for.
O’Grady agreed with this, but said
that the HSE was “talking about it being material, it’s not trivial”.
Hughes said: “It is probably in the
hundreds of millions.”
“Jesus,” McGirr said. “I estimated
to Robert [Watt] between 10 and 100,
not hundreds. Jesus. How does that . . .
sorry, how does that happen?”
O’Grady then raised the role of the
Comptroller and Auditor General
(C&AG), which audits public sector
accounts, and said “there is as much to
answer here for the C&AG as there is
for the HSE”.
Campbell then said that she had
recently spoken to the C&AG about
an “in-depth look” it was taking, as
part of its current audit into the recruitment practices of the HSE and the
starting salaries of consultants.
“They have big questions over how
certain consultants are starting way
above the (minimum) of the scale on
their first appointment in the HSE,”
Campbell said, before saying that she
had raised the issue of the HSE’s accounts with the C&AG.
“I was still flabbergasted as to
how they signed off on the 2020
accounts, given the concerns
that we had in relation to it,
and I said: ‘We still don’t know
what’s in the accruals and you
are signing off on the final
accounts’. I said: ‘It would
be very helpful if you could
share with us what’s in the
accruals. I presume you
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have a paper on it or a section of a file’.
“But a prior year adjustment! From
my understanding of how the government accounting system works, I
don’t think they can do that without
us agreeing to it and the C&AG agreeing to it.”
O’Grady said it was also his view
that the health department and C&AG
would have to sign off on it.
Accruals is the accountancy term for
expenditures incurred and reported in
one financial period, but paid in a later
period. When contacted about these
issues, the C&AG said it was not in a
position to comment.
Campbell then detailed her past experience of a prior year adjustment at
a smaller agency, where the C&AG and
the agency’s parent department refused to allow it to go through, instead
requiring that the adjustment be made
in the current year’s accounts.
Hughes said: “In general terms, a
prior year adjustment is normally
done for a change of accounting policy,
or a fundamental error in the accounts
in the past. So we’re in that latter category now.”
He said he was speculating about
the size of the adjustment but that,
given the size of the HSE’s balance
sheet, he believed it was in the hundreds of millions.
“Generally, in practice what happens is companies will try their very
best to avoid a prior year adjustment.
They’ll try to flush it through the
current period. But if it’s so large that
that can’t happen, they have to put it
through,” he said.
McGirr then queried whether the
Department of Health should raise the
matter with the DPER at the HBOG.
“It sounds like DPER don’t know
much about this yet. Should we flag it,
like should we out it today, is that the
purpose?” she asked.
O’Grady said it was agreed with the
HSE that it would “give an update on
the review and follow on actions that
are arising from that. So I imagine [the
HSE] will be wanting to send some
signals that there is an issue here.”
McGirr said specifics should be
shared at the meeting.
“I think we should touch on the
specifics and the magnitude of it,”
O’Grady said.
Campbell then said: “This has to
be causing huge issues with the HSE
board. I mean, if the HSE board aren’t
getting exercised by this . . .”
McGirr then interjected: “Let’s
not go there just yet, because I
think we’ll just end up frustrated
around the kind of inactivity
on some things that we seem
to think are very serious that
they don’t get too exercised
about. I agree they absolutely
should be, but . . . it’ll just
get us cross . . . why they
aren’t shaking the place

down in terms of this stuff, I just don’t
know, it is very frustrating. But I just
think we need to bring DPER into this.
Alan [Hughes], I know you are not
being alarmist when you say it, so I
am taking it seriously. If it’s going to
be really big and [DPER] have no indication of it, that is going to be really
problematic.”
The comments reflect a fundamental lack of trust in the HSE board’s
financial oversight role by senior officials at the Department of Health.
The officials then went on to discuss
that the prior year adjustment was the
sole reason that the 2021 end of year
financials had not been closed off by
the HSE.

Sloppiness

Throughout the meeting, there were
clear signs that Department of Health
staff believed they were not getting
the level of information they required
to ascertain the validity of the HSE’s
financial reporting and forecasting,
which is submitted before money is
transferred.
O’Grady said this mattered because
it was “required to increase the level
of confidence in the overall financial
governance of the health system”.
He also told McGirr that the department had spent “significant time”
chasing the HSE for numbers every
month.
The issue of a new reporting template and a calendar with strict deadlines was to be discussed at the HBOG.
While the standard of the current
reporting was derided as “sloppiness”,
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“garbage” and “shite”, the officials
said they were unsure if they could
force the HSE to adhere to the new
templates.
Campbell said that when the department received unsatisfactory
information from the HSE, “there is a
reluctance on our side to turn around
to them and say: ‘Yes, you did send it
to us. But it was absolute garbage’”.
Later, she said a new standard
should be put in place that states
that: “This is the minimum we expect
before we will accept it, as opposed
to going down the route of [saying]:
‘What you have been sending us in to
date has been shite’.”
O’Grady said one option was to raise
any missed deadlines with Watt and
Donnelly and to consider whether
a breach of the deadlines could be
linked to payments being withheld.
“The inevitable thing is if [we] say:
‘We’re not paying your cash request
for this week’. If we do that this
morning, Paul [Reid] will be on the
News at One announcing to the nurses
that they’re not getting paid this week.
So we just need to manage that piece
carefully,” O’Grady said.
It was then suggested by Hughes
that, given the HSE’s need for a prior
year adjustment, it might be more
willing to agree to the new templates
and deadlines.
“Maybe [the HSE] is in enough trouble as it is with this fundamental error
that [they] can’t afford not to make
these deadlines,” Hughes suggested.
“You might be assuming a degree
of pride in work and professionalism
that isn’t always evident,” O’Grady
responded.
Campbell said that the issue of reporting and forecasting was a “culture
issue”.
McGirr then asked if it was a “kind
of sloppiness in terms, or a seriousness about the deadlines? I think we
have to look to why do they view it
that way”.
The officials then said there were
a number of issues with the quality,
relevance and timeliness of the HSE’s
responses to requests for information
depending on the circumstances.
McGirr asked how the department
officials could explain to the HSE why
good reporting was important.
“It matters because it’s required to
increase the level of confidence in the
overall financial governance of the
health system. The appetite, which is
huge at the moment, for further investments in the health system . . .
until they see improvements in
the financial governance and
the management of budgets,”
O’Grady said.
McGirr said the officials should
be “quite heavy” on this angle at
the HBOG meeting. “I think we
should be that strong with them,
and say this is really counterpro-

ductive. You know, before we go to the
worst place, which is trying to stop
money, to make them sit up and see.”
O’Grady said that issue had been
escalated in the past, but that when attention was given to the matter, “their
attention span was quite short”.
McGirr said the issue of prior year
adjustments “should be shaking the
confidence in the standards that are
being applied here, the care that’s
being applied, the seriousness with
which their accounts are being taken,
and their financial management. It is
kind of a good lead-in to a second issue that shows similar pieces”.
She said it was important that it
did not appear that the Department
of Health and DPER wanted to “gang
up” on the HSE at the meeting. She
said that there was still a sense in the
Department of Health that she was “of
DPER”.
McGirr moved departments with
Watt to be assistant secretary general
in health.
“The minister says to me regularly:
you know, ‘You’re DPER, Louise’, or:
‘Start spending a bit of money, we like
to spend money here’. So there is that
perception that I am of DPER in terms
of my thinking here, and there is probably some fairness to that,” McGirr
said.
The discussion continued on how
the HSE could be convinced to comply
with the new reporting templates and
deadlines, with various officials raising
their issues with the current standard.
McGirr suggested that it would
“make the pill a bit sweeter to swallow” if the health officials outlined
why they needed the reporting and
what responsibilities they would take
in making sure there was clarity for
the HSE on what was needed.
O’Grady said the issue had been escalated a number of times before and
that, “in some cases, it is a cultural and
cooperation issue more than a lack of
clarity around what our expectations
are”.
McGirr said she would open the discussion on reporting with an appeal to
the HSE that, as it was the start of the
new year, the department wanted to
get the reporting in better shape.
“It’s very important that the forecasts, that the reporting is meaningful
and insightful to both organisations
in terms of where spending is going,”
she said.
“There’s a big appetite to invest
in healthcare, there are very high
levels of investment, they have
never been so high I don’t think,
and it’s really important that
people have faith in where this is
going. So, from that perspective,
we need to improve the reporting.”
McGirr suggested this was the
best way to put the situation to
the HSE.

The National Service Plan

Following the HBOG, and other
meetings between the Department
of Health and HSE in recent weeks,
Ciarán Devane, chairman of the HSE
board, submitted a revised National
Service Plan (NSP) for the year, sections of which have been seen by the
Business Post.
“I would highlight that the amendments to NSP 2022 include, as you
request, updated text in relation to the
delivery of the recruitment target for
2022,” Devane wrote to Donnelly. “The
plan makes clear the HSE’s commitment to maximising numbers recruited in 2022, and to ensuring that the
recruitment pipelines and actions for
all posts are fully activated and progressing in 2022. The HSE will ensure
that this key issue is appropriately prioritised, with monthly reports to the
board, and to the department. These
will provide early warning of recruitment challenges, allowing appropriate
remedial action to be taken.”
The section of the proposed NSP that
relates to recruitment, which has to
be approved by government, confirms
that the 10,000 target is being diluted
to a “lower target of 5,500 and a maximum target of at least 10,000 WTE”.
It states that the NSP “works to the
maximum target, as the HSE is fully
committed to deliver to the greatest
extent the maximum of the range,
acknowledging the significant and
unpredictable challenges to workforce
supply in 2022”.
In the proposed NSP’s section on
prioritising recruitment, it notes a

Robert Watt: ‘wanted to
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“significant recruitment requirement
for 2022” and notes there are posts
which have still not been filled from
2021.
It states these appointments were
delayed by the Covid-19 pandemic
and the cyber attack on the HSE’s
servers last May, and that there will
be “an intense focus on high-risk and
high-impact service areas” when
looking to fill 2021 posts.
For 2022, it notes that labour market
shortages will cause a challenge for recruitment in certain categories such as
consultant, health and social care, and
home care. “However, it is acknowledged that there is a limit to the level
of new staff that can be successfully
recruited in 2022,” it states.
A spokeswoman for the Department
of Health did not respond to detailed
queries on the issues raised at the
meeting.
“The Department of Health is the
accountable Department in respect
of expenditure of the Health Service
Executive which represents the largest part of the overall budget for the
Health Vote of €21 billion,” a statement from the department said.
“The Minister for Health speaks and
meets regularly with the HSE executive team. He holds formal bi-weekly
meetings with the chair of the HSE
board, Secretary General of his department and senior HSE executives. These
meetings are professional, constructive and respectful.
“There is, however, a long-standing
and significant deficit in IT systems for
financial management and reporting
in the health service. There is no single financial management system, for
example.
“This challenge has been widely
reported, including in your own newspaper. The HSE is working to address
this challenge and is introducing an
integrated financial management system.”
A spokesman for the HSE said it was
not aware of the Department of Health
meeting the recording relates to.
“There are regular discussions between us and the department on matters such as recruitment and financial
reporting,” he said.
“We seek to ensure that such discussions are always respectful and
professional. The characterisation of these discussions in the
material you have provided
is not one that has ever been
put to us, nor do we recognise it. Similarly, much of
the narrative concerning
these issues in this material is not correct.”
When asked to clarify
any issue that was not
correct, the spokesman
said the HSE would not
be adding to its statement.
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New health tapes: claims of
‘batshit’ targets, ‘horror of
waste’ and no ‘fear or respect’
● HSE considering an €80m correction to its 2020 accounts due to ‘technical adjustments’
● Michael McGrath doubted that a €514 million supplementary budget was needed or
utilised as intended, a senior official claimed
See full analysis: pages 13-15

BY AARON ROGAN
AND DANIEL MURRAY

New leaked recordings of
Department of Health meetings reveal a senior official’s
concerns about the “horror
of waste” in the HSE and
questions over the need for
a supplementary €514 million
budget in 2020.
The Business Post has obtained recordings of meetings in which officials raised
concerns about the effect
the HSE’s recruitment crisis
would have on the ability to
open planned new hospitals.
Separately, this newspaper
has established that the HSE
is considering making an €80
million correction to its 2020
accounts due to what it terms
are “technical accounting adjustments”.
The Business Post has also
confirmed that the HSE was
ordered to return €267 million
to the exchequer last year, due
to a surplus of funding carried
over from its 2020 financial
year.
Among the worrying aspects discussed at a series of
meetings are health officials’
claims that:
l Michael McGrath doubted
that a €514 million supplementary budget was need-

l
l

l

l

ed or utilised as intended
there is a “horror of waste”
in the HSE
those with oversight of
the department’s finances
were told to “look the other
way” as budget rules were
not followed
“political pressure” led to
money being spent without
proper assessments
€30 million in once-off
money given last year re-

The HSE was
ordered to return
€267 million to the
exchequer last year,
due to a surplus of
funding

l

l
l

quired an agreement with
the Department of Public
Expenditure and Reform
in which a health official
was told by a counterpart:
“We can’t officially put that
in writing.”
the HSE’s recruitment crisis
could affect the opening of
new hospitals
recruitment targets are
“batshit”
the HSE “goes rogue” and
does not “fear or respect”
the Department of Health

At one meeting which has
been the subject of a disclosure to the Public Accounts
Committee (PAC) and the
Oireachtas Health Committee, an official claimed that
Michael McGrath, the Minister for Public Expenditure
and Reform, had raised his
own concerns directly with
Stephen Donnelly, the Minis-

ter for Health, about the HSE
being granted a €514 million
supplementary budget in
2020.
“Was that not brought up at
the bilateral with the ministers? When the minister for
[public expenditure and reform] turned around and said
you got a supplementary last
year. I don’t believe that was
actually required and I don’t
believe that was utilised for
what you said it was going to
be utilised for,” the official
told their colleagues.
The Business Post has
obtained a recording of the
meeting and other internal
meetings, which we are reporting here, as the matters
raised are clearly in the public
interest. Comments made in
the meeting provide an unprecedented level of transparency into the inner workings
of the health system by the
very people who are paid to
oversee it. Those present at
the meeting were not aware
it was being recorded.
When contacted by the
Business Post last week a
spokeswoman for the Department of Health said that
“it is unclear what discussions
they refer to or if they have
been doctored in any way”.
The spokeswoman said that

Davy 16 defendant gets separate
legal team ‘as they all fall out’
BY CATHERINE SANZ

A former senior executive in
Davy stockbrokers, who is
alleged to be a central figure
in the infamous Anglo bond
deal in 2014, has hired separate legal representation to
his co-defendants.
Tony O’Connor, who is one
of the so-called “Davy-16”,
was previously represented
by Meagher Solicitors, a firm
which was on record for all
of the former senior executives when the case was first
launched last year. He is now
being represented by Crowley
Millar, another Dublin firm.
The new representation
brings the total number of
legal firms working for various defendants to three, with
Arthur Cox representing Davy
stockbrokers.

The lawsuit has been taken
by Paddy Kearney, a Northern
Ireland developer, who is suing Davy and 16 former senior
executives at the stockbroker.
Kearney claims that Davy
deprived him and his company of the best price when it
sold Anglo bonds on his behalf
in 2014. He is suing for damages and aggravated damages,
alleging fraudulent misrepresentation, concealment and
breach of contract.
O’Connor’s change of solicitor has not been reflected in
the High Court website which
is understood to be the result
of a filing error.
The matter of the defendants changing legal representation was referred to last
week during a High Court
hearing by Martin Hayden,
senior counsel for Kearney. He

said the fact that there were
multiple legal firms involved
for the defendants meant they
had “broken up”. “All of them
have fallen out,” he told the
court.
The hearing was on a
motion for further particulars sought by Davy, which
wants more details on what
the plaintiffs assert was the
value of the bonds at the time.
Paul Sreenan, senior counsel for Davy, told the court
last week that the plaintiffs
should be able to provide information on the value of the
bonds to show that they did
not get full value. He said that
this was not a simple case of
alleged fraud, but one which
alleged fraudulent conspiracy,
and that was why details of
an alleged undervalue were
important.
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“We need that in order to be
made aware of the claim that
is against us,” he said, noting
that the plaintiffs “clearly
have information” of what
they say happened.
“They are keeping their
cards close to their chest until they can get discovery and
in a fraud case, that’s just not
possible.” He noted that fraud
cases require a higher standard of pleadings. Mr Justice
Twomey reserved judgment
on this matter in the case.
As part of the lawsuit, Kearney is also seeking a court
order that would force the
disclosure of how much
profit each of the “Davy 16”
personally made from the
transaction.
The Central Bank fined the
stockbroker a record €4.1 milto page 2

the claim about McGrath and
Donnelly is “hearsay” and
that other discussions of officials in the department are
not accurate and do not reflect
the view of the department.
The Business Post has listened to the recordings and
is satisfied they are authentic. None of the individuals
on the tapes have made any
suggestion that the recordings

are doctored or that they did
not make the claims reported.
Claims made in the recordings relate to verifiable matters in Ireland’s health budget
at the time.
Separately, the HSE has
also confirmed to the Business Post that it is examining
a potential prior year adjustment of €80 million.
to page 2

Emissions reduction
targets unlikely to be
met, EPA boss warns
BY DANIEL MURRAY

It is “hard to see” how carbon
emissions will fall this year,
the head of the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) has said. Laura Burke,
the EPA’s director general,
told the Business Post it was
unlikely that emissions
would drop in the primary
sectors of agriculture, energy and transport during
2022. Her comments raise
doubts about the ability of
the country to hit its targets
on emissions reductions.
This is the second year of
the first five-year carbon
budget cycle, where emissions are required to reduce
by an average of 4.8 per cent
annually up to 2025. Provisional figures for 2021 suggest emissions rose last year
and Burke has now questioned whether enough is
being done. “In terms of this
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year, we are only in February.
There are issues around energy supply,” she said.
The two five-year carbon
budgets detail how much
carbon can be emitted in
each period if we are to meet
our now legally binding 51
per cent emissions reduction
target by 2030.
Burke said the Climate
Change Advisory Council
had already considered that
emissions reductions would
have to be ramped up over
time, and that was why they
had put a smaller average
annual reduction of 4.8 per
cent in the first five years,
from 2021 to 2025, followed
by a larger average 8.3 per
cent annual reduction in the
second half of the decade,
from 2026-2030. “But it is
difficult to see how we will
even get that smaller reduction now,” Burke said.
Full story page 3
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Clamping charges for motorists are set to
rise more than 50 per cent next month
from €80 to €125 after Eamon Ryan,
the Minister for Transport, approved the
increase, which is aimed at reducing illegal parking.
The higher charges will apply only
in Dublin city centre, because Dublin
City Council is the only council that uses
clamping for parking enforcement on
public roads.
There is already a cap of €125 on the
clamping fee that can be charged by private clamping firms who are operating on
private property, such as hospital grounds
and office car parks.
The Department of Transport confirmed that Dublin City Council had
requested an increase in the council
clamping charge in a submission to Ryan
back in July 2020.
Ryan has signed the ministerial order
for the higher council clamping charge
to come into effect on March 1.
Dublin City Council outsources its
clamping work to a private firm, Dublin Street Parking Services. Other urban
councils, such as Cork City Council, Galway City Council and Limerick City and
County Council, use fines rather than
clamping for parking enforcement.
A spokeswoman for Ryan said the department consulted with the broader
local authority sector before introducing
this increase. “It will apply to any local
authority using clamping as a means a
parking enforcement,” she said.
The Department of Transport is examining plans to deter motorists from

Nursing homes with
Covid-19 outbreaks will be
able to admit new patients
faster to ease the trolley crisis in hospitals.
Around half of nursing
homes had multiple residents testing positive with
Covid-19 since the start of
the year, and were unable
to take in new residents
until 28 days after their last
Covid-19 case was detected.
This made it very difficult
for hospitals to discharge
older patients whose treatment had concluded, which
is a contributory factor in the
average of 400-500 people
per day on hospital trolleys
last week.
The HSE and the Health
Protection Surveillance
Centre have now given
nursing homes permission
to take in hospital patients
within seven to ten days
of the last case of Covid-19
being detected, rather than
28 days.
This means that a nursing home may not need
to wait for the outbreak of
Covid-19 to be declared over
before it can reopen to new
admissions. The new infection prevention and control
guidance is due to come into
effect tomorrow.
Mary Butler, the Minister
of State for Older People,
said the “pragmatic” change
to the rules would allow
nursing home admissions
to recommence in a “timely
and safe manner”.
The previous 28-day
waiting period for admitting new hospital patients
to nursing homes with previous outbreaks was put in
place earlier in the pandemic to reduce the high
rate of deaths in nursing
homes. However, the new
guidance document states
that this admissions waiting period can be reduced to

driving into city centres to reduce carbon
emissions.
A recent demand management study
published by the department recom-

Eamon Ryan:
measure aimed
at reducing
illegal parking

Rollingnews

mended higher parking charges and the
“targeted removal” of on-street parking
in city centres.
It suggested that a rise in parking
charges in Dublin, Cork, Galway, Limerick and Waterford of up to 300 per cent
would be the “most impactful”. It said this
could reduce traffic congestion by 8 per
cent in Limerick, and by between 2 per
cent in Dublin and Waterford.
When asked if the increase in clamping
fees was part of the demand management measures to reduce car journeys
into the city centres, the department
spokesman said that demand management was handled “by each individual
urban authority.”
Drivers who are clamped on public
or private property can appeal to the
clamping firm responsible if they believe
that it was unjustified. If their appeal
fails, they can then appeal to the National
Transport Authority (NTA).

According to the NTA’s most recent
annual report, there was a 55 per cent
reduction in clamping appeals in 2020
due to the reduction in vehicle journeys
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The number of appeals was down from around
2,600 in 2019 to around 1,300 in 2020.

The higher charges will
apply only in Dublin
city centre, because
Dublin City Council is
the only council that
uses clamping on public
roads

New health tapes: claims of
‘batshit’ targets, ‘horror of
waste’ and no ‘fear or respect’
from page 1

A prior year adjustment is a
correction of closed financial
statements from a previous
year. A spokesman for the HSE
said this was only a “technical accounting adjustment”
arising from a review of its
accruals, which is money the
HSE marks as spent in one
year, which isn’t due to be paid
until the following year.
Under direction from the
Department of Health and the
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform last year,
the HSE has also handed back

€267 million in surplus funding which it carried over from
unspent 2020 funding.
After examining the very
significant €812 million the
HSE had in the bank at the
end of 2020, the department
has also agreed a new end of
year cash ceiling for the HSE
of €608 million, meaning
anything held over that will
have to be handed back to the
exchequer.
Responding generally to
this week’s tapes, a spokeswoman for the Department
of Public Expenditure and

Reform said: “This department cannot offer comment
on unauthorised recordings
of officials from another department.”
A spokesman for the HSE
said: “We continue to work
collaboratively and in a very
positive spirit with the Department of Health and DPER
in relation to cash management and reporting” and the
nature of the commentary in
the recordings "does not resemble the actual content and
tone of our engagement with
those departments”.

seven to ten days “once there
is reasonable confidence
that active transmission has
ceased” in the nursing home.
Figures released last week
showed that nearly 1,100
patients aged 75 years and
over were lying on hospital trolleys for 24 hours or
more. Attendances at accident and emergency centres
have been at record levels,
particularly among older
people who had stayed away
previously due to the fear of
contracting Covid-19.
David Cullinane, the Sinn
Féin health spokesman,
welcomed the change to
the nursing home admission rules. “Anything that
can improve discharges
from acute hospitals into
community settings and
frees up beds is really important,” he said.
However, Cullinane said
that further community
step-down beds were needed as well as better hospital
discharge systems. He said
that in some hospitals, people could be left waiting in
their beds to be discharged
over the weekend due to
the lack of a consultant to
authorise it.
“What you need is your
advanced nurse practitioners, your registrars who
are on duty to be working as
part of a team with a consultant, and a consultant
can then devolve responsibility to those at that level to discharge the patient.
Some hospitals do that and
it works really well,” he said.
Taoiseach Micheál Martin
had flagged up the possibility of the Health Protection
Surveillance Centre changing the nursing homes admission rules in the Dáil last
week. He said that the 28day rule was a “present-day
reality of Covid which is preventing people from leaving
hospitals when their care is
complete”.

Davy 16 defendant gets
separate legal team ‘as
they all fall out’
from page 1

lion over the affair, after it
found that a group of Davy
employees had breached
market rules by acting as
both broker and buyer in the
transaction with Kearney.
As previously reported
by this newspaper, Davy is
seeking to have the findings of the Central Bank’s
investigation into the 2014
bond deal excluded from the
current trial.
In its enforcement action,
the Central Bank found that
Davy had “wilfully withheld
information” which would
have disclosed the “full

extent of the wrongdoing”
which was known to Davy
at the time. It treated this
as an aggravating factor in
the case.
“It was only after the
commencement of the investigation that the Central
Bank realised the extent of
the inaccurate information
provided,” the Central Bank
said. “In particular, the information provided by Davy
was presented in such a way
as to make the involvement
of certain individuals appear
more central to the transaction than in fact was the
case.”
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Paul Reid, chief executive, HSE, and
Robert Watt, Secretary General at the
Department of Health, leaving Kildare
House after a meeting with the Joint
Committee on Health to discuss the
oversight of Slaintecare earlier this
month RollingNews.ie

Despite denials, facts revealed in
leaked tapes have been confirmed
Details of budget overruns and ‘fake
targets’ in a leaked recording of a meeting
of officials in the Department of Health
initially brought angry denials from the
HSE and the department, but many of
the details were later confirmed, report
Daniel Murray and Aaron Rogan

L

ast Sunday, when the Business Post published a leaked
recording of Department of
Health officials discussing
alleged dysfunction in the
management of the health
budget, there was fury in the HSE,
panic in the department and quiet
consternation in government.
The leaked recording of a meeting of
officials in the Department of Health
detailed allegations that the HSE, ministers and the department were funding “fake” recruitment targets, and
that “sloppiness” in the HSE’s financial reporting was leading to serious
problems. It also contained details of a
forthcoming prior year adjustment by
the HSE, which is a rare amendment
to closed financial accounts from a
previous year.
Attention quickly turned to the
whistleblower, Shane Corr, a Department of Health official who has
previously made disclosures on different issues in the public service. As
the number of journalists covering
the story began to multiply, many received quiet phonecalls from official
sources questioning Corr’s motivation
and describing the material disclosed
as “locker room talk” which officials
were entitled to have in private.
This newspaper carefully parsed and
published the relevant sections of that
conversation last week because the issues raised by the whistleblower were
clearly in the public interest, relating
as they do to the possible mismanagement of vast sums of public money, in
what has traditionally been the largest
departmental budget in the state.
Crucially, Corr, in this case, is providing recordings of meetings. Those
on the recordings were not aware they
were being recorded, but crucially
they are discussing worrying issues involving taxpayers’ money. The officials
involved are charged with overseeing
the health service. Their inside knowledge of how it works means they are
among the best placed to advise on
any issues or concerns.
The Business Post is of the view that,
given the seriousness of what is being
discussed, the information revealed in
the recordings is in the public interest.
Last week, this newspaper named
some of the civil servants involved as it
was necessary to establish the veracity
of the recordings we were revealing
and the seriousness of the comments.
This week, we have taken steps to limit
the identification of those involved
as it is no longer necessary to name
them.
Corr has told this newspaper that
before releasing the recordings, he had
escalated issues of concern internally,

first to his superiors, then to the secretary general of the department, and
even to Stephen Donnelly, the Minister
for Health. He said he wasn’t satisfied
with the responses he received, so felt
he was left with little other choice but
to begin raising the issues externally,
which he did, first with the relevant
Oireachtas committees, and then with
the media.

‘Fake targets’

On Monday morning last week denials
began to flow in thick and fast, with
the focus initially on the allegations of
“fake targets” revealed in the Business
Post account of the Department of
Health meeting.
Speaking on RTÉ’s Morning Ireland, Paul Reid, the chief executive of
the HSE, denied any suggestion the
HSE was chasing “fake targets”, and
claimed the issues raised in the article
were “factually incorrect”.
However, Reid then went on to confirm that the budgeted recruitment
targets for 10,000 new staff in 2022
were effectively unreachable – something the public had not been told to
date. “The reality of it will be somewhere probably in the region of 5,500.
However, we are still striving to recruit
up to funded levels up to 10,000,” he
told RTÉ.
Later in the week, at an appearance
in front of the Oireachtas Health Committee, Robert Watt, the secretary general at the Department of Health, also
confirmed that the 10,000 target was
largely aspirational.
“We have said . . . that the minimum
target is 5,500, which I think will be
the third highest recruitment year
ever, and that the stretched target is
10,000, which I think we all acknowledge is going to be very, very difficult
to reach,” Watt said.
Last year, the HSE also recruited less
than half of its funded recruitment
target of 16,000 new staff. Despite the
acceptance that only half the funded
target is likely to be met in 2022, Watt
confirmed that the entire budget for
10,000 staff would remain a part of
the HSE’s 2022 National Service Plan
(NSP), which has just been finalised
by the HSE and is due for publication
shortly.
“For the moment, that money is
allocated to that sub-head [recruitment]. But as ever in health, during
the year, if it transpires that we are
not in a position and a judgment call
is made that we can’t meet that target,
then the minister can give direction to
Paul and his team about reallocating
that money,” he said.
Late last week, Watt also responded
to the Public Accounts Committee

(PAC), after it had written to him
seeking responses on the issues raised
in the article. He described “factual
inaccuracies” in the article, but went
on to confirm again that the budgeted
10,000 target would more realistically
be 5,500.
“I would like to take this opportunity to clarify that the references to
‘fake targets’ and other commentary
in the newspaper is more accurately
described as stretch or ambitious targets,” Watt said.
Speaking similarly in the Dáil, Taoiseach Micheál Martin said the target
of 10,000 was unlikely to be met,
and that discussions were now happening on how to spend that budget
elsewhere. However, he also claimed
politicians had no role in setting recruitment figures.
“Politicians didn’t set recruitment
figures at all. We didn’t set any recruitment figures . . . The transcripts suggested we did,” he said.
“Last year, the HSE would have
come forward with [a target of]
16,000, not politicians,” he said.
Even if Martin’s claim that the politicians have no role in setting recruitment targets is true, which is disputed
by some sources with knowledge of
the process, it is the government that
signs off on the budgets for those targets and it is their responsibility to do
the necessary due diligence on what
they are funding.

I would like to clarify
that the references to
‘fake targets’ is more
accurately described
as stretch or ambitious
targets
It also raises serious questions about
how a state agency can submit an excessively ambitious target at the time
its budget is being allocated, and then
maintain that budget allocation, even
when it admits only half that target
will be met.
It is yet unclear what materially
changed in the labour market between
last October and now to warrant such
a wide disparity in the recruitment
target, resulting in an additional €350
million in the HSE’s funding base that
now needs to find a new home.
It is also worth noting that the term
“fake targets” was not created by the
Business Post, but was used by a Department of Health official when describing how the HSE was clearly not
going to recruit the number of staff it
had been given the money for.

Mental health

Connected to the issue of fake targets
was the suggestion by officials at the
January meeting that Mary Butler, the
Minister of State with responsibility for
mental health, had allocated double
the funding for “new developments”
in mental health than the HSE was
able to spend.

“On mental health, the HSE originally wanted [an extra] €10 million.
We gave them €23 million for 300
new staff. They said in no way could
they recruit those 300 new staff, and
it was Minister Butler actually wanted
to give them originally €36 million or
something like that,” one official said
at the recorded meeting.
Butler, having declined to respond
to the Business Post last weekend,
appeared on RTÉ’s Claire Byrne show
on Monday morning to defend herself.
She said it wasn’t her who had suggested the higher level budgets, but
the HSE.
“The initial starting point from the
HSE was to look for €35 million in
new developments, a far cry from the
€10 million that was reported,” Butler
said, directly contradicting her department official’s version of events.
Asked if the HSE had the ability to
spend that full budget this year Butler
said “they absolutely do”.
However, excerpts from the soon
to be published 2022 National Services Plan, seen by the Business Post,
suggest there will be serious issues in
spending the additional mental health
budget allocated for 2022, and that
these issues are directly related to the
recruitment of 300 new staff.
“There will be major challenges to
recruiting certain categories of staff . .
. Recruitment of consultants for hospital and mental health services is at
least a 12-month process and will be
pursued on an ongoing basis . . . Recruitment challenges will impact on
2022 strategic developments in areas
such as mental health services, some
acute specialist services and disability
services,” the NSP says.
Once again, this shows that money
for mental health has been secured
on the basis of recruitment targets for
300 new staff that are already being
flagged as a problem, and this is in the
context of just over 60 new staff being
hired in the sector last year. Butler disputes that she was aware of this at the
time the budget was being allocated
in October. But some time in the last
four months, she did become aware
of it. And as of last week, it is not well
flagged.

Prior year adjustments

Perhaps the issue that confused most
people last week was the idea of the
HSE having to do a prior year adjustment.
A technical term for correcting
financial accounts from previous
years, the prior year adjustment was
speculated by officials to be in the
“hundreds of millions”, and related to
money that the HSE had marked as
spent, that possibly wasn’t.
Reid was quick to seize on the “hundreds of million” speculation as “inaccurate”, saying that while the HSE may
have to do a prior year adjustment,
it would “probably” be under €100
million, and would relate to money
unspent, not money overspent. However, there was never any suggestion
either by officials, or by the Business
Post, that the adjustment would result
in additional funding to the HSE.
Having confirmed that the HSE is
looking at an adjustment in its past
accounts, the question then arises as

to how close to €100 million could be
marked as spent that wasn’t?
The HSE responded to the Business
Post saying the forthcoming adjustment was provisionally €80 million,
and was only a “technical accounting
adjustment” arising from a review of
its accruals, which is money the HSE
marks as spent in one year, which isn’t
due to be paid until the following year.
Speaking to the Public Accounts
Committee on Thursday evening, Seamus McCarthy, the Comptroller and
Auditor General, said he was treating
the potential prior year adjustment
“very seriously”.
“We would expect the note to explain why the errors occurred, why the
existing controls did not pick them up
and prevent them, and what the HSE
has done to ensure they do not occur,”
McCarthy said.
According to a separate disclosure made by the whistleblower, the
Department of Public Expenditure
(DPER) last year raised concerns over
the additional €515 million supplementary health budget at the end
of 2020 and whether it was actually
needed. DPER also queried the €800
million cash pile the HSE held in the
bank at the end of the year, according
to minutes of the Health Budget Oversight Group from last October.
The HSE’s cash pile has doubled
every year for the last five years, from

The reality of it will be
somewhere probably
in the region of 5,500.
However, we are still
striving to recruit up
to funded levels up to
10,000
an average of €40 million in the years
prior to 2016, to €61 million in 2017, to
€114 million in 2018, to €353 million
in 2019, to €812 million in 2020. One
audit expert described a cash position
of that size as being so large, it should
warrant “its own treasury management function”. The HSE’s cash position has grown alongside a growth in
accruals, meaning the HSE has been
spending larger volumes of its current
year’s budget in the following year,
a very legitimate practice across the
corporate world.
The HSE told the Business Post the
2020 cash position was simply an accounting anomaly, and was an issue
of “timing”, not “substance”. The HSE
also said that in the overall scheme
of its budget, €800 million was only
a few days worth of cash, and it concerned money which had been committed to be spent in the following
year.
The Business Post understands that
following a DPER investigation, €267
million was handed back to the exchequer by the HSE at the end of 2021.
The department has also created a new
cash ceiling for the HSE, not allowing

it to hold more than €608 million in
cash at year end, which the HSE says is
ten days’ worth of cash requirements
within the agency.

Transparency

At a PAC meeting on Thursday, committee members asked that a date be
set aside to discuss the issues disclosed
by Corr to the committee and the
issues raised in the Business Post’s
article.
“It is in the public interest and it is a
matter of public concern that warrants
a hearing of this committee with both
the HSE and the Department of Health
officials in place,” Matt Carthy, the
Sinn Féin TD said.
“There have been long-standing
concerns regarding the effectiveness
of health spending and whether or
not it delivers the type of services that
would be warranted for the amount
that is invested by Irish taxpayers.”
Catherine Murphy, co-leader of the
Social Democrats, said every year it
was clear that workforce budgets were
not fully taken up, and that the issue of
capacity and recruitment needed to be
looked at by the committee in light of
the Business Post’s report.
“Value for money is not just about
spending this and being properly accounted for, it’s about what we get for
it,” she said.
Speaking to the Business Post, Brian
Stanley, chair of the Public Accounts
Committee, said the issues raised
by Corr in his disclosures and in the
Business Post were being examined
carefully by PAC, and that the HSE and
department would likely be brought in
for a hearing by the end of March.
“We have €21 billion in the health
budget, and for whatever reasons, we
can’t get the services. This cuts to the
heart of what’s going on in between,”
he said.
“What has become clear over the
last decade is that no matter how
much money the Oireachtas puts into
the system, for that to translate into
frontline services, there is a breakdown in between. If these disclosures
are accurate, they crystalise that.”
A provisional date of March 24 has
been set to invite the HSE and the department in to discuss these issues.
The transparency of health funding
should be at the heart of the hearing.
The Parliamentary Budget Office has
produced multiple papers in recent
years challenging the transparency
of health spending, and the ability of
the Oireachtas to carry out its duty to
scrutinise that budget.
“The structure of the health vote,
a quarter of all voted money, in the
revised estimates precludes effective
scrutiny or linkage as to how the bulk
of its allocation is spent – through allocating large lump sums to the HSE,”
a paper from the PBO said just last
year.
The revelations contained in last
week and this week’s paper regarding
the volumes of money that sometimes
can’t be easily accounted for in the
HSE, combined with the admission
by the PBO that the Dáil is effectively
powerless when it comes to scrutinising health spending, should be a major
wake up call to those who claim to
handle public money responsibly.

14 News Focus
Following the revelations
in last weekend’s Business
Post, new recorded
meetings of Health
Department officials
show more worrying
concerns over the
HSE’s recruitment
crisis, money being
spent without proper
assessments and
a breakdown in
trust between those
overseeing Ireland’s €21
billion health budget ,
Aaron Rogan and Daniel
Murray report

I

n June of last year, Department of Health
officials held a virtual meeting to discuss
how they would raise issues with the HSE
around a €514 million supplementary
budget given in the winter of 2020.
The internal meeting was ahead of a
bilateral which was held routinely to discuss the
financial performance of the health budget.
The officials discussed the lack of information
they had about what the additional budget was
spent on, and raised concerns about the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER)
seeking detailed answers from the Department
of Health.
It was then that one official claimed that Michael McGrath, the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform (referred to as PER by officials), had raised his own concerns directly with
Stephen Donnelly, the Minister for Health, at an
earlier meeting.
“Was that not brought up at the bilateral with
the ministers? When the minister for PER turned
around and said you got a supplementary last
year: I don’t believe that was actually required
and I don’t believe that was utilised for what you
said it was going to be utilised for,” the official
told their colleagues.
The Business Post has obtained a recording of
the meeting and other internal meetings, which
we are reporting here, as the matters raised are
clearly in the public interest. Comments made
in the meeting provide an unprecedented level
of transparency into the inner workings of the
health system by the very people who are paid to
oversee it. Those present at the meeting were not
aware it was being recorded.
Among the worrying aspects discussed at a series of meetings are health officials’ claims that:
l Michael McGrath doubted that a €514 million
supplementary budget was needed or utilised
as intended
l there is a “horror of waste” in the HSE
l those with oversight of the department’s finances were told to “look the other way” as
budget rules were not followed
l “political pressure” led to money being spent
without proper assessments
l €30 million in once-off money given last year
required an agreement with the Department
of Public Expenditure and Reform in which a
health official was told by a counterpart: “We
can’t officially put that in writing.”
l the HSE’s recruitment crisis could affect the
opening of new hospitals
l recruitment targets in the HSE are “batshit”
l the HSE “goes rogue” and does not “fear or
respect” the department
The June meeting is the subject of one of five
recent disclosures made to the Public Accounts
Committee (PAC) and the Oireachtas Health
Committee by Shane Corr, a civil servant in the
Department of Health’s finance unit.
Corr has raised several areas of concern on the
financial governance of the HSE to those above
him in the department, including Robert Watt,
the secretary general, and Stephen Donnelly, the
Minister for Health.
Corr believes the contents of the meetings he
has attended in his role in the department show
what he believes are serious issues in how the
€21 billion health budget in Ireland is managed.
Among the worrying aspects of the meetings
he has made disclosures about and others he
has shared with this newspaper are examples of
health officials’ concerns about the “horror of
waste” in the HSE, those with the oversight of the
department’s finances “looking the other way”
as budgeting rules are not followed, and
“political pressure” to spend money on
areas without proper assessments.
The recordings also claim that
once-off money given last year to
fund mental health, disabilities
and palliative care required an
agreement with DPER in which
a health official claimed he was
told: “We can’t officially put that
in writing.”
When contacted by the
Business Post last week, a
spokeswoman for the Department of Health said
that “it is unclear what
discussions they refer to or
if they have been doctored
in any way”.
The Business Post has
listened to the recordings
and is satisfied they are
authentic. None of the
individuals on the tapes
have made any suggestion
that the recordings are
doctored or that they did

Business Post
February 20, 2022

It is a horror of waste in
there in terms of people
we’re resourcing to
do those roles in such
inefficient ways. There
must be millions and
millions spent every year
on inefficient process

We can’t officially put
that in writing. So our
official position will be it
should be spent in 2021
but we know it won’t,
and we’re going to
effectively look the other
way while that happens.

New health tapes con
crisis amid fresh conc
pressure and financia

not make the claims reported.
Claims made in the recordings relate to verifiable matters in Ireland’s health budget at the
time.

€30m once-off funding dilemma

Paul Reid:
€80m
adjustment
may be
needed in
HSE’s 2020
accounts

In December last year, Department of Health
officials discussed how to spend €30 million in
unexpected funding announced by Michael McGrath, the Public Expenditure and Reform Minister, on budget day.
Rather than being part of the €21 billion announced for expenditure in 2022, this was onceoff funding for three specific areas: palliative
care, mental health and disabilities.
The three areas are of critical concern for the
health service, but the problem for the health
officials was that it was not clear how they could
spend the money by the end of the year, as is
required by the DPER rules which close the
budget period at the end of year and require
any unspent money to be returned to the
exchequer.
Officials discussed that following conversations with counterparts in the HSE there
was concern that if the money was used to
fund projects that could not be completed
by the year end, then it would result in the
HSE having to return the funding and
halt the projects or cause an overspend in the 2022 budgets for
these areas.
The lead official at the
meeting said that the department will “look the other
way” if the HSE cannot
spend the money by the
year’s end and said that if
they needed to explain
that further to HSE
officials they could
do so.
It was then that
another official interjected to note that
Stephen Donnelly and
Mary Butler, the junior
minister with responsibility
for mental health and older
people, had press releases “ready
to go”.
The lead officials then request that
they get sight of the press releases
before they are published. “If we need
to come up with some vague form of

acknowledging the effect the Covid-19 pandemic
words that says this should be ‘commenced’ but
had had on those areas.
not ‘spent’, we can think about that. But I actually don’t want to take ownership of the problem . .
But a meeting of officials in November, before
. I’m not going there,” the official said.
the apparent assurance from DPER that it would
“It’s not even that, it’s the HSE telling us that
“look the other way” on the rules not being followed, a health official said that the minister had
‘we’re not going to do anything with it unless you
put the department in “a pickle because he’s givtell us we can carry it over’,” the other official
en us €30 million that we can’t spend, but that
said.
we’ll get blamed for not spending”.
Then the lead official on the meeting
The official said that Butler had told him
said that they could arrange an “off the
Stephen
that she was not considering leaving the
record” meeting with someone if they
Donnelly:
money unspent because of the “political fallneeded to.
“I had a conversation, just for context,
officials in his out of not spending €10 million on mental
health”.
I’m not sure if I got to say it to everyone.
department
After relaying their interpretation of Butler’s
This is not for minuting now. I had a call
say HSE does
views to their colleagues, the official said “we
with [named official in DPER] last week
not respect
actually can’t spend it within the rules. Mental
to say ‘you know this can’t be spent by
them
health were like ‘we absolutely don’t want it,
year end substantially. Disabilities will get
don’t need it, can’t spend it’ . . . but it’s been
some of it out the door, but mental health
decided by Michael McGrath.”
and palliative care won’t. What do you
The official goes on to speculate that the
want us to do here? Are you going to nail
money was targeted at those areas because
us to the cross if some of this gets spent
of political pressure to address palliative care
in January 2022 instead of December
and disabilities, and media pressure to ad2021?’ and [they] said ‘No. We can’t
dress mental health.
officially put that in writing. So our official position will be it should be spent
The official even claimed that a video by
in 2021, but we know it won’t, and we’re
US president Joe Biden supporting a Roscommon hospice,
going to effectively look the other way
which the president’s cousin
while that happens’.”
had led fundraising on, had
The official then said: “It’s a
increased the pressure to
little bit messy, but what are
allocate extra funds to palyou gonna do? If you’re going
liative care, despite it not
to give us extra money, give
being clear how it could
it to us earlier in the year,
be spent.
don’t give it to us in December because it is not much
The official said they
use to us.”
had a conversation
In the days that followed,
with a high-level
Anne Rabbitte, Minister
official in the department about the
of State for Disabilities,
short timeframe in
announced €8 million for
which to spend the
improving transport options
money and that
of HSE-funded community
she had said that it
healthcare organisations.
could not be spent
Then Donnelly announced
in line with DPER
€10 million for palliative
rules as there was
and end-of-life care, followed by Butler announcno time to do a
ing €10 million in addivalue-for-money
tional funding for mental
assessment of the
health.
spending.
The reason for targeting
“DPER have imposed this on us
the areas of mental health,
knowing that we can’t
palliative care and disabilities was given by McGrath as
actually follow their own
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We actually can’t
spend it within
the rules. Mental
health were like
‘we absolutely
don’t want it,
don’t need it,
can’t spend it’

The HSE don’t
fear us or
respect us. They
go rogue on a
lot of things

“horrors of waste” and the HSE not fearing or
respecting the department do not reflect the department’s position or view of the HSE.
“There are transparent protocols and arrangements underpinning the relationship between
the Department of Health and the HSE,” the
spokeswoman said.

The fact that
(the recruitment
targets) are put
out as anyway
realistic is
batshit

‘Batshit’ recruitment targets

At the earlier meeting in June 2021, an official
said that the HSE’s recruitment targets for new
staff were “batshit”.
“It was really from budget 2021 when we got
all of this additional money and the recruitment
targets were batshit,” the official said.
“When you say were: are,” the high-level official interjects. “The fact that they are put out as
any way realistic is batshit.”
Last week, the government and HSE disputed
the official’s description of “fake targets” for recruitment as reported in this newspaper and said
that they would better be described as “stretch or
ambitious targets”.
In the meeting referring to the issues around
recruitment an official said that the problems
with the ability of the department to see what
outputs were resulting from new investments
existed before the Covid-19 pandemic.
“The problem is that you are relying on the
HSE . . . They say: ‘Well, we’re giving you assurance that we can recruit these,’ and they give
recruitment plans. Then you are in danger that
if you don’t fund them, it will create a massive
problem, and it is the department’s fault for not
funding them, but at the same time we don’t
necessarily believe them,” an official said.

firm HSE recruitment
erns over political
l accountability

HSE official ‘went rogue’

At one meeting to discuss the 2022 budget, an
official said that the a HSE official “went rogue”
and opened two healthcare facilities without the
support of the department. The official said that
funding for 110 new residential beds should be
withheld until the row between the department
and HSE was resolved.
Later in the meeting, the discussion of how to
prioritise €750 million of spending is discussed
and an official said that some “creative accounting” would be required using savings targets.
The official states that saving targets will be
used as the “only mechanism through which we
can balance the books and make areas like disabilities feel like they are getting their full €100
million, which is what they are seeking, even
though in reality €15 million of that will need to
be figured out later as a savings target”.
Another official said that HSE will tell the department that the funding was agreed at the full
amount when the issue of savings is brought up
at a later date, and DPER will be “highly skeptical
that we can deliver on that.”
The department spokeswoman said the department was not aware of any facilities opening
without its support and the characterisation of
their budgeting process was “simply incorrect”.

The department responds

rules in making proper assessments because we
don’t have the time,” the high level official was
quoted by her colleague as having said.
Other officials at the meeting said that the proposal to give €10 million more to mental health
was going to be particularly difficult to spend
because of the staffing issues in the sector.
A spokeswoman for the department said that
the claim about McGrath and Donnelly’s conversation was “hearsay”.
On the conversations by department staff discussing the difficulty in spending the extra funding in line with DPER rules, the spokeswoman
said the department had no way of verifying
whether these comments were made.
“Officials always seek to ensure that the taxpayer secures value for money. The department
is satisfied that these funds have been, and will
be, used in a way that represents value for money. The department strongly refutes the claim
that there is a breach here. Ministers for State,
in their respective areas, take an active role in
determining service and policy priorities – that
is their role and is entirely appropriate,” the
spokeswoman said.

Ongoing recruitment crisis

The recruitment crisis is an ongoing concern in the Department of
Health as it relates to policy focuses from politicians and the ability
of the HSE to meet its own plans.
The Business Post revealed
last week that an official in the
department has referred to
“fake targets” when discussing the under-recruitment
by the HSE of 10,000 staff
budgeted for in 2022 at a
meeting on January 28.
At a meeting on February 7, a department
official relayed to his
colleagues that the under
recruitment would result in a
€350 million surplus.
The official said that Robert Watt, the
secretary general of the department,
wanted to spend this on reducing waiting lists, but the official noted that this
may not be possible as money is not the
barrier to reducing waiting lists.
That official also told the meeting that
Watt did not believe that the key performance indicators outlined by the HSE in

Robert Watt:
‘€350m extra
should be
spent on
waiting lists’

its National Services Plan (NSP) were now less
relevant because the underlying recruitment
needed to meet them was now not possible.
It was then that the issue of three new elective
hospitals in Dublin, Cork and Galway, which
were announced last year, was discussed at the
meeting. The official said that there was “political pressure” for a fourth hospital in Limerick,
but concerns were raised at the meeting that the
recruitment crisis could cause issues on the original three hospitals.
“There is no point in building a hospital in Galway in three years if we can’t see a clear path in
how to staff it,” a high-level official was quoted
as saying.
A department spokeswoman said that the information on the recording was “inaccurate”.
“Many of the KPIs [key performance indicators] in the National Service Plan are not contingent on recruitment and the full National
Service Plan will be published shortly,” the
spokeswoman said.
On the issue of the Limerick hospital and
concerns about staffing affecting the new elective hospitals, the spokeswoman said: “Public
representatives regularly seek additional capacity for the constituents they represent. As you
will be aware, the issue of additional capacity for Limerick was raised during the
week at the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Health. Any new capital
build has an obvious knock-on
requirement for staffing.”

‘Horror of waste’

At a meeting of department officials in the summer of last year,
the high-level official discussed
with her colleagues about their
main issues with the HSE.
She said that she was concerned that there was little information given on what new
spending on the HSE meant
for services.
“The trajectory is only up
one way, but I don’t know
what additional services
we get. I know what inputs
we’re giving because we’re
giving an extra 20 bodies
or 100 bodies or 200 bodies every year, but I don’t
know what outputs or
outcomes we’re going to

get for that. So I have no way of communicating
what the value of those people are to the public, and I have no way of seeing from reform of
healthcare whether or not there are efficiencies
in particular areas,” the high-level official said.
“It is a horror of waste in there in terms of
people we’re resourcing to do those roles in such
inefficient ways. There must be millions and millions spent every year on inefficient processes
because of the old systems, but we’re not able to
see it, we’re not able to explain where the money
is going.”
Another official said that the department was
making “painfully slow progress” in improving
reporting, but that they were getting to a point
where visibility was improving, though he noted
there was a long way to go.
The high-level official said she was amazed
that all the focus is on new measures being implemented in budgets rather than what the value
for money was in the core budget.
Another official said that “politically, the ministers are only interested in the additionality.
They don’t want to say ‘well I’m announcing
that we still have the money from last year and
we’re going to . . .’ The focus is always on the
additionallity.”
The subject of the meeting then returned to the dysfunctional relationship between the department and the HSE.
One official said that one
of the biggest changes in the
department over the last 15
years, since the HSE was
launched, was viewed to
be that “the HSE don’t fear
us or respect us”.
“They go rogue on a lot
of things. They will kind
of pay you lip service,
but we find it incredibly
hard as a department
to hold them accountable,” they said.
The efforts to hold the
HSE accountable is raised
in a number of meeting
which are the subject of the
disclosures to the Public
Accounts Committee and
Health Committee.
The department
spokeswoman said
that the references to

Michael
McGrath:
official said
the minister
raised
concerns
about need
for €514m

The Business Post sent detailed queries to the
Department of Health on the issues raised by the
recordings. A spokeswoman for the department
said: “The Department of Health is aware of alleged recordings of internal meetings which took
place between 2020 and 2022 being circulated.
Notes claiming to represent comments made by
officials also appear to have been circulated.
“No official of the Department of Health has
given consent to be recorded while carrying out
their duties as part of the deliberative process.
“Publishing details of meetings between government officials in the ordinary course of their
work, which were recorded without the consent
or knowledge of participants, is a direct violation
of individual privacy.
“Work by the department and its officials with
the HSE, focused on improving the transparency
around financial matters is clearly in the interest
of the public.
“However, the department strongly believes
that quoting the casual comments of individuals
will only serve to limit constructive debate and
dialogue across the civil service and this is damaging to the public interest.
“Currently, no recordings on which allegations
are based have been made available to the department and therefore it is unclear what discussions they refer to or if they have been doctored
in any way. This makes it difficult to validate or
respond constructively.
“It is widely acknowledged that there are
many legacy issues across the health service to
be addressed. The Department of Health and the
HSE work closely together to manage the health
service and, through Sláintecare, implement the
much-needed reform to deliver a better health
service for the public. This working relationship,
characterised by mutual respect, is professional
and constructive.”
A spokesman for the HSE said: “We continue
to work collaboratively and in a very positive
spirit with the Department of Health and DPER
in relation to cash management and reporting.
The nature of some of the commentary in material you have sent us does not resemble the
actual content and tone of our engagement
with those departments.”
A spokeswoman for DPER said: “DPER
engages in active monitoring of Health expenditure through established three-pronged
oversight arrangements: the Health Budget
Oversight Group (HBOG) meets monthly and consists of representatives of
DPER, Department of Health and
HSE; Monthly Financial Performance
Reports submitted by the Department of Health to provide for greater oversight of expenditure and
staffing trends throughout 2022;
Quarterly Expenditure Reports
to update the government on the
overall Health expenditure position.
“In addition, Weekly Covid
Flash Reports have provided an
essential tracking and reporting
mechanism of Covid-19 costs.
Through these arrangements,
as well as ongoing bilateral
engagement with the Department of Health, issues are
considered and addressed as
appropriate.
“In relation to your specific
queries, this department cannot
offer comment on unauthorised
recordings of officials from another department.”

18 News Focus
Though the
particulars of the
leaked department
recordings raised
hackles, few
politicians argue
with the core
issue that greater
transparency for
health spending is
urgently needed
if real reform of
the system is to be
achieved, write
Aaron Rogan and
Daniel Murray

Every single person that
we spoke to expressed
concern that the HSE
wouldn’t spend money
for what it is for, and that
it would end up in the
blackhole

Lack of trust

At the October 22 meeting, officials discussed
how €826 million was being held back, but
could be drawn down by the HSE directly as
it was needed. The lack of trust the health
officials had in the agency’s financial management was clear.
One official questioned why such a large
amount of money was being held back from
the HSE when some of the beds it was supposed to fund were already operational.
Another official said that this was because
the line units in the department did not
trust their counterparts in the HSE to provide
enough information on how that money
would be spent if it was handed over before
a plan was in place.
“The issue here is the lack of
trust,” that official said. “They don’t
believe the HSE will actually come
in with an actual plan, that actually makes sense, in a time frame
that is useful.”
Another official who had spoken to people in the line units
which handle the money going to
different areas in the HSE then
said: “Every single person that
we spoke to expressed concern
that the HSE wouldn’t spend
money for what it is for, and
that it would end up in the
black hole.”
The first official outlined
that the lack of trust was
not just between the health
department and the HSE.
“PER [the Department
of Public Expenditure and
Reform] don’t trust us.
They have given us all the
money, the government has given us all
the money, on the basis of a presentation
we gave. Now we’re effectively saying
we actually don’t think that any of this
money can be spent, so we may as well

The government has
given us all the money
. . . Now we’re saying we
actually don’t think that
any of this can be spent

More recordings
health service ru

O

n October 14, 2020, Stephen
Donnelly addressed officials
in the Department of Health to
thank them for all their hard
work in helping to secure a record budget.
“The budget is incredible. The work you have
all done is absolutely incredible, and it’s going to save a lot of lives next year. Ultimately
that’s what just happened: the biggest budget
in the history of the state, even if you took out
the gazillion euro for Covid. In terms of the
underlying healthcare system it’s still two billion quid. The biggest budget in the history of
the state and an awful lot of credit goes to this
team because not only did you all help negotiate that package, it’s being deployed in a way
that it has never been deployed before,” the
Minister for Health said.
Donnelly went on to list the increasing
number of permanent beds, improvements to
critical care and the community care innovations that would help drive the health system
forward.
“It has the opportunity to be actually transformative. I know that language gets used
all the time, but we’ve got the right plan and
we’ve got the right people and now for the first
time we’ve got the right cash. And it’s being
deployed in the right way,” he said, before going on to declare that the budget was “the first
change we’ve had in a very long time to not
just increase capacity, but to fundamentally
modernise our public system”.
“You guys, this team, has just set the healthcare system on the right path now, and we’ll
see what happens,” he said.
That was October 14. On October 22, just
over a week later, officials at the Department
of Health expressed serious concerns about
what would happen to the record health budget when it was handed over to the HSE.
The Business Post has obtained a recording of
Donnelly’s comments, the October 22 meeting
of officials and other internal meetings, which
we are reporting here, as the matters raised are
clearly in the public interest. Comments made
in the meeting provide an unprecedented level of transparency into the inner workings of
the health system by the very people who are
paid to oversee it. Those present at the meeting
were not aware it was being recorded.
The recordings were made by Shane Corr, a
civil servant in the department, who has made
disclosures to the Oireachtas Public Accounts
Committee and health committee highlighting
his concerns about the financial management
of the health budget.
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surrender it back to the exchequer from the
outset,” that official said.
The second official responded: “That’s for a
wider conversation at management board level
to agree an approach that we have to take this
leap of faith and say ‘we’ll give it to you, but
we’ll draw it back down if you don’t deliver’.”
“Take a step back here for a second,” the first
official said. “We’re telling the HSE that we’re
giving them one-third of their new development money because we don’t trust them.
We asked the government to vote on and put
through a budget for us which includes €800
million that we’re now saying a week and a
half later that we don’t think can be spent. We
don’t actually have any plans underpinning
this.”
The second official said: “I can tell you here
and now that my biggest concern is that the
money will go out and the HSE will deliver but
they won’t report on it, and the department
will have no idea what is going on.”
The officials then discussed why the line
units in the department had determined that
it was better to withhold the budget and work
out at a later stage what should be drawn down
rather than requiring the HSE to provide full
reports initially.
The officials questioned whether their colleagues in the department had the right skillsets to secure that information from the HSE.
The discussion moved on to how the National Service Plan (NSP) might not reflect the
same number of beds as in the budget, as the
HSE would not sign up to the delivery of certain targets if the money was not provided.
While discussing another area of the health
service, the first official said a line unit should
be questioned directly on why they had requested money in the budget that they now
wanted to hold back.
Another official said: “This is the messaging
we have previously sent out based on our previous experiences to say ‘unless you are clear
how they are spending this, you need to be
careful because you will be fully accountable for it’.”
The significance of the above conversations between senior Department of
Health budgetary officials — as well as
the wider concerns about “fake targets”,
“sloppiness” in financial reporting,
errors in financial accounts and other
issues revealed in the health tapes reported by the Business Post in recent
weeks — is all to do with transparency, accountability and trust in
health spending in Ireland.
Although Covid-19 was unique
in the pressures it brought to bear
on the health system, and the levels of health investment it resulted
in, these transparency problems
were not unique to that period
and do not relate to spending on
the pandemic.
In fact, the record budgets put
into the health system during
Covid-19 have brought about
greater scrutiny of the general opaqueness in how the
HSE plans and accounts for its
spending. This is all the more
important because the record
health budget of 2021 has
been maintained into
2022, and the ability to
spend it efficiently and
transparently is now very
much in question, thanks to revelations in the health tapes.
Responding to questions at
the Oireachtas health com-

mittee, Donnelly said he was “very uncomfortable” with civil servants being secretly recorded and those recordings being published.
“The civil servants must challenge the agencies, in this case the HSE. They must challenge
government and ministers, like minister
[Mary] Butler and myself, and this kind of activity can lead to a chilling effect,” he said.
Donnelly pursued a similar tactic already
employed by both Robert Watt, secretary
general at the Department of Health, and Paul
Reid, the chief executive of the HSE, by trying
to paint some details of the meetings as inaccurate, while confirming the substance of
what was said, including that there would be a
prior-year adjustment in the HSE’s accounts,
that the HSE’s financial reporting system was
dysfunctional, and that recruitment targets
would not be reached.

Ambition versus allocation

Two weeks ago, Taoiseach Micheál Martin hit
out at civil servants’ commentary on “fake”
recruitment targets, despite confirming that
only half the 10,000 new staff target for 2022
would likely be met. The officials had said that
political pressure had resulted in targets being
set which could not be met.
Martin told the Dáil that: “Politicians didn’t
set recruitment figures at all . . . The transcripts
suggested we did”.
Yet Donnelly, responding to questions at the
health committee, directly contradicted the
Taoiseach’s statement.
“I make no apologies for setting targets for
healthcare recruitment in this country that
if I’m blunt potentially make the HSE and
the department uncomfortable. I make no
apologies for that. That is part of our job in
government and our job in the Oireachtas, to
push the system beyond what they might be
comfortable with in terms of the public health
service,” he said.
The issue is that there is a difference
between ambition and announcing and
pursuing targets that all available evidence states cannot be met. Allocating
hundreds of millions in budgets that are
certain not be spent for those purposes
raises concerns about the management
of the state’s resources.
Speaking during Leaders’ Questions last
week, Róisín Shortall, co-leader of the
Social Democrats, spelled out the
opportunity cost to Michael
McGrath, the Minister for
Public Expenditure.
Shortall contrasted the
hundreds of millions attached
to “fake” recruitment targets
with the fact that a proposal
to waive inpatient charges
at a cost of €50 million was
rejected by the government
two weeks ago — as also reported by the Business Post.
“How do you think it must
feel, minister, to be a cancer
patient and to read what
has been revealed in recent
weeks about the hundreds
of millions of euro going into
a black hole in the health
service and debt collectors
are hounding you to repay
outstanding debts relating
to lifesaving services,” she
asked.
Shortall also asked McGrath if he could confirm
whether the 2020 supplementary budget of €514 million
was in fact needed in the end,

Stephen
Donnelly:
a ‘gazillion
euro’ spent
on Covid

following commentary on the health tapes
from officials that it wasn’t.
“There was, as you know, a supplementary
estimate of just over €500 million in 2020,”
McGrath responded. “The HSE ended 2020
with cash reserves of over €800 million, and
over €260 million was ultimately given back
to the exchequer in respect of 2020. The question of any prior-year adjustment will be dealt
with in the coming weeks as part of the finalisation of the 2020 accounts, and the C&AG I
know has commented on that issue and has
outlined what the process is in relation to
that.”
McGrath was confirming that large volumes
of that supplementary budget for winter 2020
were not spent, and the department had only
really become aware of this because of the
extraordinary amount of money the HSE was
holding in the bank at year end.
With the state having only managed, more
than a year later, to claw back €267 million
from the HSE in unspent budgets, questions
arise as to how the supplementary budget
was formulated in the first place, why the HSE
doesn’t automatically surrender unspent budgets back to the taxpayer, and why the HSE
has been doubling the cash pile it holds in the
bank every year for the last five years.
Notably, the Department of Public Expenditure has now intervened, putting a cap on
the amount of money the HSE can hold in the
bank at year end to just over €600 million.
The lack of trust in the HSE’s finances is
something shared by many in government.
Leo Varadkar told the Business Post last Tuesday that he shared the concerns of Department of Health officials over transparency and
accountability in the HSE’s finances.
“I do share the concerns. I think it is important to say that nobody to my knowledge
is suggesting money was misappropriated or
misspent in any way. But it hasn’t always been
accounted for properly, and that is a serious
matter in its own right,” Varadkar said.
“I think part of the difficulty we have had
between health and HSE for quite some time
now is they use different accounting systems.
There is a cash-based system and an accruals-based system. While accruals may fall into
one year, the cash falls into a different year
and that requires a reconciliation to
take place and often it can be more
than a year before that reconciliation is properly done,” he said.
“The solution — and there is a
project under way to do this — is
to have a single financial reporting system for the HSE which
doesn’t currently exist. So this
is an ongoing problem. It was
actually discussed at cabinet
this morning and we are
going to make progress
on it.”
That point was echoed
by Donnelly at the health
committee last week
when he pointed out
that, although he believed
his officials were wrong
on several of the details,
transparency in the HSE’s
finances was a major
problem.
“Do we need to do more,
urgently, on modernising
financial reporting within the
health service? We do. And I
can tell you the chief executive,
the chair, the board, the secretary general and the department are all aligned
on that need,” Donnelly said.
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We’re telling the HSE
that we’re giving them
one-third of their new
development money
because we don’t
trust them

They won’t report
on it, and the
department will
have no idea what is
going on
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unning blind
No proper oversight

“Because of the Health Act, the HSE is its
According to Alan Kelly, the leader of the Labour
own entity and the department doesn’t have
Party, the lack of financial accountability in the
proper oversight or responsibility for what
HSE is about much more than IT systems.
happens
in there.
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HSE and its relationship with the Department
of Health is dysfunctional. It is like what goes
on in China, where you have a government
without any real opposition,” he said.

Kelly, who has said the publication of the
details of the health tapes was “for the public
good”, also said that the structure of the health
vote, whereby large lump sums go into the
HSE, meant there was little accountability for
health spending to the Dáil either.
“There is a huge democratic deficit when it
comes to oversight of spending in health. Big
lumps of money go into the HSE with very little oversight.”
Shortall, who has previously been a junior
health minister, told the Business Post that the
content of the health tapes had not surprised
her, and that the “chaotic” and “centralised”
nature of the HSE meant there was “no line of
sight” in relation to spending.
“There is just no proper visibility on any of
the funding that goes into the HSE. We just
don’t know where money is going,” she said.
“The intention with Sláintecare was to deal
with that kind of dysfunction and the black
hole that is the HSE. It is such a centralised
organisation currently, and that’s why we need
regional health areas and for funding to be allocated to them on the basis of need and
detailed local plans.”
The publication of government plans for regional health areas is due in the coming weeks,
but many fear it will be a far watered down
version of regionalisation, with much of the
budgetary power maintained at the centre.
What is clear is that, in light of the health
tapes and the record budgets now being
poured into the HSE, greater transparency and
accountability for health spending is urgent, if
real reform of the system is to be achieved.
A spokeswoman for the Department of
Health said: “Currently, no recordings on
which allegations are based have been made
available to the department and, therefore, it
is unclear what discussions they refer to or if
they have been doctored in any way.
“This makes it difficult to validate or respond
constructively or in fact to assess what public
interest is served by the continued dissemination of these recordings. As such, the department will not be commenting further on this
matter.”
A spokeswoman for the HSE said that many
of the issues raised in the tapes were “mischaracterisations” of issues relating to the
different accounting systems used by the HSE
and Department of Health.
“The HSE has always made clear that it has
no wish to, and does not gain any benefit from,
holding any greater level of cash than is needed to meet its liabilities as and when they fall
due,” she said.
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‘Big lumps of money sloshing around’: Watt
outlines his concerns over spending at HSE
At a top-level meeting held last
January, which the Business Post
has obtained a recording of, civil
service heavyweight Robert Watt
laid out his position on Sláintecare,
the health service’s finances and
dealing with public sector unions.
Aaron Rogan reports

L

ast January, Robert Watt, the secretary general of
the Department
of Health, organised a meeting
with his officials to outline
their priorities for the year
ahead.
During the hour-long event,
the senior civil servant detailed his concern about “big
lumps of money sloshing
around” in the HSE without
oversight, the need for the department to have “sharper elbows” when it came to dealing
with health sector unions, and
why he believed Sláintecare,
the ambitious plans to reform
the health service, should only
proceed “with a minimalist
approach”.
The Business Post has obtained a recording of the
meeting, which we are reporting here, as the matters
raised relate to the spending
of taxpayers’ money and are
clearly in the public interest.
Comments made during
the meeting provide an unprecedented level of transparency on the inner workings
of the health system by the
very people who are paid to
oversee it. Those present at the
meeting were not aware it was
being recorded.
The meeting was an opportunity for the officials in
charge of important aspects of
the department’s finances to
detail the areas they believed
should be prioritised for reform in 2022, as it came out
of the worst of the Covid-19
pandemic with a massive €21
billion budget.
Among the key threads discussed were the lack of oversight the officials had when
money was transferred to the
HSE in relation to what it was
spent on, and what the outcomes of any spending were
in terms of the health service.
Watt agreed with the principal
officer in charge of accounting who outlined his concerns
about the ability to track the
HSE’s spending.
“That lack of detail is a challenge,” Watt said. “Big lumps
of money sloshing around
with not really a great idea of
the elements of it, the structure just doesn’t work well.
Priorities for me are around
the probity of the accounts
and the controls. One issue
there is the internal audit
control of the budget holders
in the department and how
robust that is.”
The comment by the most
senior civil servant in the
department with the biggest
budget historically, illustrates
the serious concerns in government about the HSE’s
financial governance. Previously, this newspaper has reported on the concerns raised
by staff at various other levels
of the department on the same
matter.
At the January meeting,
there was also discussion of
the views in the department
of Sláintecare, which has been
the subject of resignations and
criticisms in recent months.
Sláintecare is a cross-party
plan to achieve a universal single-tier health and social care
system within the next decade
and remove private care from
publicly-funded hospitals. The
Programme for Government
includes a commitment to
“accelerate the implementation of Sláintecare”.
After a number of high-profile resignations from the
Sláintecare Implementation
Advisory Council (Siac) last
autumn, Stephen Donnelly,
the Minister for Health, appointed Watt and Paul Reid,
the HSE chief executive, as cochairs of a new board tasked
with implementing the plan.
Watt’s views on the challenges facing the establishment of Sláintecare were aired
at the meeting with his offi-

cials in January.
Key components of Sláintecare are the recruitment of
the staff needed to offer a single-tier system and the change
in the regional structures
within the health service.
On the first issue, an official
involved in the department’s
pay and numbers unit, which
deals with staffing, said there
was a lack of coordination in
the HSE on recruitment and
that the agency had difficulty
in prioritising the right areas
for recruitment.
Earlier in the meeting, Watt
had told his officials that the
under-recruitment of 10,000
staff budgeted for in 2022
would mean only around
5,000 would be recruited,
leading to €200 million to
€300 million not being spent
on staff.

‘Minimalist approach’

In response to the official detailing the concerns about the
prioritising and coordination
of the HSE’s recruitment, Watt
said that the HSE’s “focus is on
increasing numbers and getting people in, not necessarily
consistent with the broader
strategy of what we’re trying
to achieve with the health
system”.
He said that wider issues
were relevant to the recruitment of staff, including what
the HSE did with the money it was receiving and what
outcomes were achieved
with it.
“It needs to have a strategic
approach, rather than just getting in the bodies and spending the money,” Watt said.
An official who deals with
industrial relations for the department said that there were
a number of issues relating to
the establishment of Sláintecare Regional Health Areas
(RHAs).
The official said there would
be location changes, amalgamation of roles, and other
aspects that would lead to
new claims from health sector
unions, on top of the legacy
claims that the department
was already dealing with.
The official said there also
needed to be consideration
that new pay deals did not
increase pay to workers for
changes which had already
been agreed in previous deals.
“There has to be a clear focus here that we do this at a
broad health sector level, rather than with any individual
cohorts. If it breaks down to
the individual cohort level,
we’ll spend the next five to
ten years dealing with the
RHA implementation through
[industrial relations],” the official said.
Watt agreed and said that
dealing with the unions was
going to be a significant challenge for the department.
“We need to get into a
much better place between
ourselves, the HSE and DPER
[the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform] to stop
these new issues developing
and to deal with the many
legacy issues,” he said.
“I think we need to develop sharper elbows and
be much more strategic in dealing with the
unions. I agree about not
paying twice: we pay
twice for many, many reforms. We need to have
a very clear agenda
in any future talks
with them.
“I am getting increasingly worried
hearing everything
about the RHAs and
what this might mean. I

Laura Magahy, who
resigned as executive
director of Sláintecare,
citing obstructionism

RollingNews

pectations that we can’t subsequently deliver [on].”

Hostile takeover

We need to have
a more strategic
approach, and
we can’t have
the HSE going off
making promises
that we can’t
deliver on

think we need to start off with
a minimalist approach to restructuring – to minimise a lot
of these potential problems,
and then work from there.
“I am worried now that
a big restructuring will just
lead to endless claims and
endless hand-to-hand combat with them about trivial
matters which they will spin
into big deals. It is interesting,
and we will have to of course
get through this Sláintecare,
which keeps on giving, but
to bring it to an end at some
stage we need to have a much
more strategic approach, and
we can’t have the HSE going
off making promises that
we can’t deliver. I think that
is generating an awful lot of
problems, building up ex-

Last September, Laura Magahy, executive director of the
Sláintecare programme, Tom
Keane, chair of the Sláintecare Implementation Advisory Committee, and Professor
Anthony O’Connor, another
member, resigned from their
roles over what they said was
resistance to implementing
the plan.
Since the appointment of
Watt and Reid to the new
Sláintecare board, opposition
politicians have raised concerns about the pace at which
the plan is progressing. Róisín
Shortall, the Social Democrats
co-leader who chaired the
cross-party committee that
developed the Sláintecare
plan in 2017, said at the time
that it looked like a “hostile
takeover”.
A subsequent email exchange from Watt to Reid
about Sláintecare said “structural changes need to be kept
to a minimum”. The email was
obtained by David Cullinane,
Sinn Féin’s health spokesman,
who said it appeared to show
that the reforms being pursued by the department were
not in line with those intended
for Sláintecare.
Watt was asked about the
email during an appearance
at the Oireachtas health committee in February this year,
just a month after he had told
his officials that he wanted to
adopt a “minimalist approach”
to regionalisation.
“Maybe it should have been
worded better,” he said of the
email stating that structural
changes should be kept to a
minimum.
The minimalist approach
outlined by Watt to his officials
in January and the remarks
about the possibility that
wider reforms would
lead to “hand-to-hand
combat” with unions,
is likely to cause concern among those
who believe Sláintecare is already progressing too slowly
and without the full
backing of the decision makers.
The Irish Nurses
& Midwives Organisation (INMO) said
last month that the
RHAs should be implemented as a priority, and that the current
approach of “Sláintecare
lite” was leading to longer
waiting lists and hospital
overcrowding.
When asked about the
comments by Watt to his officials about financial oversight
of the HSE, industrial relations and the implementation
of Sláintecare, a spokeswom-

an declined to answer.
“The Department of Health
is aware of alleged recordings
of internal meetings which
took place between 2020
and 2022 being circulated,”
a statement said.
“As we have pointed out
previously, no official of the
Department of Health has
given consent to be recorded
while carrying out their du-

ties as part of the deliberative
process.
“The Department strongly
believes that quoting the casual comments of individuals
will only serve to limit constructive debate and dialogue
across the civil service and
this is damaging to the public interest. We would point
out that such comments are
inevitably quoted out of the

context in which they were
made, and therefore may not
accurately reflect the views of
participants.
“Publishing details of meetings between government officials in the ordinary course
of their work, which were recorded without the consent or
knowledge of participants, is a
direct violation of individual
privacy.”

Robert Watt, secretary
general at the Department
of Health: his suggested
minimalist approach is
likely to cause concern
among those who believe
Sláintecare is already
progressing too slowly
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Support for Sinn
Féin soars to new
record level in
latest Red C poll

‘It’s
shovel
ready’
Wesley
Edens, the US
billionaire boss
of Shannon
LNG, tells the
Taoiseach he
has a solution
to Ireland’s
energy crisis

● Survey also finds overwhelming public support
for radical changes to government’s housing policy
● Huge majority of voters want house prices to fall
and deposit restrictions eased for first-time buyers
BY MICHAEL BRENNAN
POLITICAL EDITOR

Sinn Féin has achieved another record level of support at a
time of rising public concern
about the housing crisis, according to the latest Business
Post/Red C poll.
The party has overtaken the
combined total of Fine Gael
and Fianna Fáil for the first
time ever in a Red C poll, with
36 per cent support compared
to 20 per cent for Fine Gael
and 15 per cent for Fianna Fáil.
It comes as the poll has
found overwhelming public
support for decisive housing
policy shifts including changes to Central Bank lending
rules for first-time buyers,
better tax treatment for small
landlords, and the introduction of a vacant home tax.
There is strong public support for pursuing a policy
of reducing house prices,
something which is part of
Sinn Féin’s manifesto but was
once considered unthinkable
for a political party to suggest.
There is also public backing
for a ban on short-term letting of entire homes in rent

Exclusive
Red C POLL
poll

pages 2 and 18-19

pressure zones on platforms
such as Airbnb.
Sinn Féin’s support is up
two points in this month’s
poll, at a new record level of
36 per cent. Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil are both down one
percentage point each to 20
per cent and 15 per cent.
The Green Party is up
by one point to 5 per cent,
while the Social Democrats
are down one point to 4 per
cent and Labour is down by
one point to 3 per cent. Aontú
stays steady at 2 per cent, as
does People Before Profit-Solidarity at 3 per cent. Support
for independent TDs is also
the same at 11 per cent.
The poll finds Sinn Féin
now has the support of 41
per cent of male voters and
36 per cent of female voters.
It is also dominant amongst
younger and middle-aged
voters. It has the support of
40 per cent of 18-34 year olds,

compared with 14 per cent for
Fianna Fáil and 13 per cent for
Fine Gael.
Sinn Féin also has the support of 43 per cent of 35-54
year olds, compared to 16 per
cent for Fine Gael and 12 per
cent for Fianna Fáil.
The Red C poll shows
strong support for action on
the housing crisis across a
number of areas. When asked
whether Central Bank rules
which limit most first-time
buyers to borrowing a maximum of 3.5 times their annual
salary should change, 82 per
cent of people said first-time
buyers should be allowed to
borrow more than 3.5 times
salary if they can show a history of high rental payments.
A total of 85 per cent of
those polled also want to reduce the size of the deposit
required for first-time buyers
if they can prove their ability
to make payments.
The poll also shows that
there is strong public support
for a vacant home tax, with 77
per cent of people saying they
want it introduced as soon as
possible. The government is
due to make a decision in the

Page 8

October budget on whether to
proceed with the introduction
of a vacant home tax.
There is overwhelming
support for a reduction in
house prices, with 85 per
cent of people saying they
want to see them fall, while
76 per cent of people believe
that small landlords should
be given more favourable tax
treatment on rental income in
exchange for complying with
a rent cap.
A total of 62 per cent of
people think the government
should ban short-term letting of entire homes in rent
pressure zones, following
controversy over the large
number of short-term letting
available in different Irish cities and towns, set against the
low level of long-term rental
properties.

Department suspends Health Tapes
whistleblower pending investigation
BY DANIEL MURRAY
AND AARON ROGAN

The Department of Health
whistleblower whose disclosures revealed financial
dysfunction at the heart of
the health system has been
suspended pending an investigation, the Business Post can
reveal.
Shane Corr, a civil servant
at the Department of Health,
submitted several disclosures to the Public Accounts
Committee (PAC) in recent
months, all of which raised
concerns about transparency,
accountability and planning
deficits in the health budgetary process. The disclosures
were made on the basis of
recordings of Department of
Health meetings that Corr had
attended.
The Business Post was sup-

plied by Corr with the same
recordings that form the basis of the health disclosures
submitted to the PAC and this
newspaper published specific
excerpts on the grounds that
issues of substance were
raised that were clearly in
the public interest.
Among the worrying aspects of the discussion among
senior health officials were
references to “chasing fake
targets” relating to the recruitment crisis in the HSE,
“sloppiness” around financial
reporting and “hundreds of
millions” of adjustments for
“fundamental errors” in past
accounts.
The HSE has since confirmed that it will not reach its
funded target of 10,000 new
recruits this year, and that the
€350 million left over will be
diverted to other areas. It also

confirmed that a correction to
its 2020 financial accounts is
taking place, though it said
this would be under €100
million.
Tanáiste Leo Varadkar
previously told the Business
Post that he agreed with the
concerns of health officials
over transparency and accountability in the health
budget, though he disagreed
with ambitious targets being
characterised as fake.
Michael McGrath, the Minister for Public Expenditure,
wrote to Stephen Donnelly,
the Minister for Health, in the
wake of the Business Post’s
reporting, seeking clarity on a
number of areas raised in the
recorded meeting that he had
already raised concerns about.
Attending the Oireachtas
Public Accounts Committee last week, HSE officials

confirmed that the prior year
adjustment referred to by the
department health officials
would be €71.4 million and
was the result of a sample
check of accrual (next year)
payments uncovering that a
portion of the allocated expenditure did not have sufficient information to prove
its existence.
The Taoiseach, government
politicians and department
officials have complained
about the fact that officials
were recorded without their
consent.
When asked what actions
had been taken to prevent it
recurring in future, Robert
Watt, the secretary general
of the department, told the
PAC last week that the IT department was now engaged
and officials had been re-

to page 2
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Paddy Power says
addiction has made
gambling ‘pretty toxic’
BY AARON ROGAN

Paddy Power, the face of the
bookmaking giant of the same
name, has said that the issue of
addiction has made the gambling industry “pretty toxic”.
The spokesman, whose father David Power co-founded
the business in 1988, also said
that increased advertising and
online access of gambling firms
had resulted in a higher number
of addicts.
Speaking on Jarlath Regan’s
Irishman Abroad podcast, Power said: “It is not as much fun
being in the industry now as
it was back in the day, because
of how the industry is considered, it would be pretty toxic
now. That wasn't the case 10,
15 years ago.”
Gambling firms have suffered considerable reputational
damage in recent years, due to
the treatment of punters who
have developed addiction is-

sues, amid concerns that online
bookmakers profit from vulnerable customers.
Power told the podcast that
while he believed the percentage of people with gambling addictions was the same as in the
past, the increased prevalence
of marketing and online access
meant that higher numbers of
people were now being affected.
“The reality is that whatever
the number of people who are
predisposed to a gambling addiction – I think it is 0.6 per cent
off the top of my head – but just
say it’s 1 per cent. It probably
always was, but that was always
1 per cent of a much smaller
number of people who were
playing because they wouldn’t
have been in the betting shop
or at the races,” he said.
“Now that 1 per cent is exposed to it because of advertising and the accessibility of
online.”
Full story: page 3
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Eighty-five per
cent of those
polled want to
reduce the size of
deposits for firsttime buyers if they
can prove they can
meet the monthly
repayments

PROPERTY

Expert says
Oireachtas
international
surrogacy
committee is
being ‘rushed’
Brian Tobin, deputy head of the
School of Law in NUI Galway,
has warned that the issue is a
‘legal minefield’
BY DANIEL MURRAY

BY MICHAEL BRENNAN

There is a similar desire for
changes to the Central Bank rule
which limits most first-time buyers to borrowing a maximum of 3.5
times their annual salary. Around
82 per cent of people said first-time
buyers should be allowed to borrow
more than 3.5 times salary if they
can show history of higher rental
payments.
In the past ten years, house prices
nationally have risen by over 85
per cent. Most political parties have
traditionally shied away from calling for reductions in house prices for fear of upsetting existing
homeowners, who account for
around 68 per cent of all
households.
However, Sinn Féin
has stated in its recent
general election manifesto that it will “make
reducing house prices
a policy objective.
In this Red C poll,
around 85 per cent
of people said they
wanted house prices
to decline. The strongest desire for cheaper housing is among
18-34 year olds (92
per cent) but it is also
shared by most 34-54
year olds (84 per cent)
and those over 55 (80 per
cent) who are the most likely to own their own homes.
However, the 85 per cent
rise in house prices over the
past decade has meant that
many parents still have their
grown-up children living at
home with them because

Darragh O’Brien, Minister for
Housing, Local Government and
Heritage: new Red C poll shows
that most people want house
prices to drop 
RollingNews

they cannot afford to rent or buy.
There have been doubts in recent
weeks about the prospect of a vacant home tax being introduced in
the October budget.
This newspaper reported that
local property tax returns to the
Revenue showed a low level of
vacancy across all counties. And it
also revealed that the Department
of Finance had objected to the inclusion of a commitment to a vacant
home tax in the national housing
strategy.
But there is very strong public
support for the introduction of a vacant homes tax as another potential
weapon to solve the housing crisis.
Around 77 per cent of people
agreed that the government
should introduce a vacant
homes tax as soon as possible,
on properties left vacant for
more than six months, with
appropriate exemptions if
the owner is in care, if the
property is being renovated or if it is a holiday
home.
The strongest support is
among Green Party voters (95 per cent) followed
by supporters of Fine Gael
(82 per cent), Independents (78 per cent), Sinn
Féin (77 per cent) and Fianna Fáil (72 per cent).
According to a survey
last year by the Residential
Tenancies Board, around 26
per cent of small landlords
have expressed an intention
to leave the sector over the
next five years.
This would be in addition

to the loss of 25,000 rental properties belonging to small landlords
over the previous five years.
Tánaiste Leo Varadkar recently
told the Dáil that many small landlords were selling up and leaving
the market because they were not
making a killing, as opposition
parites sometimes suggested. “We
have to look at ways to encourage
small landlords to continue to rent
out their properties and maybe we
should encourage others to rent
out properties for the first-time,”
he said.
According to the Red C poll, 76
per cent of people believe that small
landlords be given more favourable tax treatment on rental income
properties in exchange for complying with a rent cap.
During the pandemic, many
owners of properties took them off
short term letting platforms and put
them back on the rental market.
However, that trend has reversed
since the ending of all pandemic
restrictions and the return of international tourism, which has
put further pressure on the rental
market.
According to the Red C poll,
around 62 per cent of people think
the government should ban shortterm letting of entire homes in rent
pressure zones.
The government is currently
working on a similar policy measure, which would see ban shortterm letting platforms from advertising entire homes in rent pressure
zones unless they were on an approved Fáilte Ireland list of tourism
accommodation.

comment on internal HR
matters.
At the PAC hearing last
week, Paul McAuliffe, the Fianna Fáil TD, referred to the
recordings as “illegal” when
questioning Watt about their
contents.
Corr has written to the clerk
of the PAC and asked that this
be removed from the transcript.
“This allegation is categor-

ically untrue. I would like an
immediate correction to the
record and a public explanation,” Corr said.
Speaking to the Business
Post, McAuliffe said he had
used the term “illegal” incorrectly and that it was “wrong”.
He said it wasn’t his place to
determine the legality of the
recordings in question.
However, the Business Post
also understands that the

PAC demoted the submitted
evidence of Corr earlier this
year due to suggestions in the
committee during private sessions that the recordings were
obtained illegally.
When Brian Stanley, chair
of the PAC, was repeatedly
asked by this newspaper the
legal grounds for striking the
evidence from the record, he
did not respond.
The Department of Health

The time-limited Oireachtas
committee on international surrogacy is a “rushed”
process considering what a
“legal minefield” the area is,
according to a leading Irish
legal academic.
Brian Tobin, deputy head
of the School of Law in NUI
Galway, was appearing in
front of the Special Oireachtas
Committee on International
Surrogacy last week, where
he presented on the complexities involved in legislating for
international surrogacy.
Parents of children born
through international surrogacy have been campaigning
in Ireland for a legal route to
full parentage rights under
Irish law, which currently the non-birth mother or
non-genetic father doesn’t
have access to.
The 12-week Special
Committee on International
Surrogacy was established
after multiple government
departments, along with the
Attorney General, did not
develop an appropriate legal
framework for integrating
international surrogacy arrangements into the newly-published Assisted Human
Reproduction (AHR) Bill.
In an issues paper produced
by the Attorney General’s office earlier this year, it was
claimed that recognising surrogacy arrangements from
other jurisdictions under Irish
law while also meeting the
rights of children to their genetic and birth information as
well as the rights of surrogate
mothers not to be exploited
was extremely difficult, as
Ireland had no control over

Full poll analysis: pages 18-19

Department suspends Health Tapes whistleblower pending investigation
minded of their responsibilties to their colleagues. He
also said that “there has been
follow-on” in relation to Corr
since his disclosures.
The Business Post has since
learned that Corr was suspended from his role in the
department last month and
is now facing an investigation.
The Department of Health told
this newspaper it would not
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Massive support for Central
Bank mortgage lending rules to
be changed, Red C poll shows
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The public are demanding changes
to Central Bank lending rules for
first-time buyers, better tax treatment for small landlords, and the
introduction of a vacant home tax,
according to the latest Business Post/
Red C poll.
The poll findings show the desire for radical action to tackle the
housing crisis at a time of rising rents
and increasing house prices, and a
shortage of accommodation.
The Central Bank lending rules,
introduced by Patrick Honohan,
the former Central Bank governor,
in 2015 have been credited with restricting the rise in house prices at a
time of very limited supply.
But at a time when many firsttime buyers are paying exorbitant
rents, there is strong public support for the Central Bank to make
changes to the lending rules in its
current review.
According to the Red C poll, 85 per
cent of those polled want to reduce
the size of deposits for first-time
buyers if they can prove they could
meet the monthly repayments.
The 10 per cent deposit rule for
first-time buyers was introduced
to eliminate the 100 per cent mortgages that were given out by banks
during the Celtic Tiger property
crash. It was designed to provide
the banks with an instant buffer
against any drop in property prices
if a home had to be sold or repossessed.
However, many first-time buyers have complained that they find
it extremely difficult to save for a
deposit due to the rising rents. The
government has tried to mitigate
this with the Help to Buy scheme,
which provides them with grants
of up to €30,000.
But according to the Red C poll,
85 per cent of those polled want to
reduce size of deposit for first-time
buyers if they can prove ability to
make payments. This is supported
by 86 per cent of 18-34 year olds,
but also by 86 per cent of people
aged over 55.

BLOOM
IN THE
PARK

did not respond last week
when asked if it had evidence
of the recordings having been
obtained illegally.
Watt told the PAC that the
recordings were “unacceptable”, but when asked by
Catherine Murphy, the Social Democrats co-leader, if
he was concerned about the
substance of the comments
by officials in his department,
he said: “I take the substan-

tive comments as important,
and that we should learn from
them. There are significant
learnings from the nature of
the labour market in which
the HSE operates.”
One of the recordings
released by Corr included
comments by Watt himself in
which he detailed his concern
about “big lumps of money
sloshing around” within the
HSE.

The committee
was given just a
12-week time
limit. That seems
very arbitrary.
This is much
more complex
than a lot of
people realised.
This is a legal
minefield

the types of services available
or regulatory environments in
other jurisdictions.
The committee is expected to present its proposals
on international surrogacy
in July, which would then be
integrated into the AHR bill.
Speaking to the Business
Post, Tobin said he was concerned that an extremely
complex legal issue was now
being rushed.
“The committee was given
just a 12-week time limit, that
seems very arbitrary. This is
much more complex than a
lot of people realised. This is
a legal minefield. The processes elsewhere are taking
years. The New Zealand law
commission has been doing
this since 2019. In the UK, it
has been going on since 2017,
with a final report due later
this year, ” he said.
“I think there should really
be a stand-alone surrogacy
bill, where both domestic
and international surrogacy
arrangements can be addressed. The type of regime
I would like to see would be
where all the pre-surrogacy
requirements are complied
with, such as the rights of surrogate mothers to adequate
legal advice etc, and then the
agreement could be approved
by a new regulatory body
here, and legal parentage for
the intending parents could
be approved also, though the
surrogate would maintain her
right to object for a defined
window after birth.”
Under the current AHR
bill, Ireland is planning to
outlaw commercial or paid
for surrogacy domestically,
and instead only allow for altruistic or unpaid surrogacy
arrangements. The Attorney
General has flagged the potential double standard that
regulation of international
arrangements would entail,
as international surrogacy
is generally pursued under
commercial arrangements.
Tobin said Ireland could alleviate this double standard
by changing its approach to
domestic surrogacy, and instead allow for commercial
or compensated surrogacy
services in Ireland.
“I don’t think the market
should set the fee for the surrogate, but a more compensated form of surrogacy would
be better,” he said.
“This ‘altruistic is good and
commercial is bad’ distinction
doesn’t exist in reality on the
ground. I think commercial
or compensated surrogacy
in Ireland is a possibility. But
most jurisdictions are afraid
to go in that direction.”
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A HSE review of spending has
found that over 7 per cent of the
sampled expenditure had no
justification, leading to over €70
million being incorrectly recorded
as spent.
The errors uncovered in the
HSE’s financial accounts will
require a prior-year adjustment,
which is a rare amendment to
past accounts. The review was
prompted by concerns about the
executive’s accountancy practices.
The HSE confirmed the final
figure to the Business Post as €72
million, subject to audit by the
Comptroller and Auditor General
(C&AG). That figure has come from
a review of €1 billion in accruals:
money the HSE marks as spent in
one year, which isn’t due to be paid
until the following year. Of a sub
sample of €783 million, more than
€50 million in non-pay accruals
did not have sufficient information
to justify it, while more than €20
million in pay related accruals was
identified as well.
Separately, new documents
from the Department of Health
(DoH)show that the HSE’s review
of spending only came about after
concerns were raised by the Department of Public Expenditure
and Reform (DPER) at the volume
of cash being held by the HSE at the
end of 2020, despite it having been
granted a supplementary budget
towards the end of that year.
This newspaper first revealed
the prospect of the HSE needing to
alter its past accounts as part of the
health tapes investigation which
was based on secret recordings
by an official in the Department
of Health.
The official, Shane Corr, was
concerned at the lack of oversight of how the health agency
was spending public money.
The health tapes revealed senior officials voicing concerns
about “horrors of waste”, “fake
targets” and “big lumps of money

sloshing around” in the HSE. One
senior official estimated that the
prior-year adjustment could be
in the “hundreds of millions”, but
that estimate was incorrect.
One tape also included comments from an official who said
Michael McGrath, the Minister for
Public Expenditure, doubted that a
€514 million supplementary budget in 2020 was needed or used as
intended.
The Department of Health has
repeatedly labelled the content
of the recordings as the “casual
comments” of officials who didn’t
know they were being recorded.
However, the substance of the
officials’ concerns on the recordings were repeated in a confidential
briefing note prepared for Stephen
Donnelly, the Minister for Health,
following queries from this newspaper seeking clarity on the matters discussed in the recordings.
The note was not used to respond
to this newspaper's original queries, but was recently released under the Freedom of Information act
to the Irish Examiner.
The new document shows that
Donnelly was briefed on the circumstances and the need for the
prior-year adjustment after the
Business Post’s queries, but was told
by officials that he should refrain
from telling the public any details.
After a three-page briefing on
the prior-year adjustment, the
speaking note for the minister begins: “At this point, when neither
myself nor my officials have any
detailed information in relation
to whether the HSE will need to
undertake a prior-year adjustment
nor indeed any further details on
this matter, it would be premature
to engage in any speculation in relation to this matter.”
The briefing also said that it was
important to note that the C&AG
would need to work closely with
the HSE on finalising and signing
off on the HSE’s 2021 accounts
“to agree the precise nature and
disclosure of any prior-year adjustment”.

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITY
RYCO BOOK PROTECTION
SERVICES LIMITED

(In examination under Part 10 of the Companies Act 2014)

Expressions of Interest are sought in respect of an
investment opportunity in the above Company by
the Interim Examiner, Mr Dessie Morrow of Baker
Tilly.
The business of the Company is the manufacture
of adhesive and non-adhesive products for the
protection of hard back and paperback books.
Current product and service offerings include:
paperback covers, rhino retail packs, whiteboard
adhesive rolls, hardback book covers, speciality
coatings, contract coating, lamination and
photographic seal ranges. In recent times, the
Company has developed its operations and is
now engaged in eco food packaging solutions for
its customers.
The business of the Company has been in
existence for over 25 years with operations
headquartered in Bray, Co. Wicklow and a trading
operation in the UK.
Expressions of interesst should be forwarded
to the Interim Examiner, Dessie Morrow at
dessie.morrow@bakertilly.ie or alternatively
contact (01) 66 99 999 on or before 5.30 p.m.
on 10 June 2022.

2020 budget. After the money was
handed back, the department created a new cash ceiling for the HSE,
not allowing it to hold more than
€608 million in cash at yea- end.
As part of the same assurance
process, the HSE conducted a review of its accruals, which it has
since emerged uncovered €72
million in expenditure recorded
as charges falling into the following
calendar year where those charges
never materialised.
The HSE has said that a national review of accruals was always
intended to “form a future workstream”, but it was accelerated
during 2021 to provide additional
comfort to the two government
departments which had raised
concerns.
The HSE has also said that the
accruals relate to multiple years
and had no “material impact” on
the HSE’s accounts.
Another briefing note dealt with
the issue of alleged “fake targets”
for recruitment, whereby the HSE
was being funded to recruit 10,000
new staff in 2022, but in reality
would only be able to recruit 5,500.
The briefing note to Donnelly
said: “The difference in targets
means that the HSE could be over-

DAA asked aviation
regulator for short
queue bonuses
from page 1

Dalton Philips, the departing
chief executive at DAA, wrote
that “66 million passengers,
€900 million in revenue and
over €500 million in earnings have been lost” over
the past two years while the
semi-state's net debt almost
doubled.
“The current levels of airport charges cannot sustain
the tide of countervailing
pressures,” he added.
The revelations come as
new estimates of the scale
of the recovery in the aviation
sector this year suggest Irish
passengers could face further
travel chaos this summer.
Eurocontrol, the pan-European air-traffic control
service, on Friday upped its
forecast for the recovery in
flights to, from and over Ireland in 2022 to more than 90
per cent of 2019 levels.
According to its updated estimates, Euronext has
forecast that in a baseline
scenario Ireland will record
598,000 flights this year as
against 647,000 in 2019. This
represents a 92 per cent recovery compared with

pre-pandemic levels.
In a more optimistic scenario, there would be just
25,000 fewer flights this year
than in 2019, representing a
96 per cent recovery in flight
activity.
Dublin Airport has planned
for just a 75 per cent recovery
in passenger numbers this
year.
Speaking at the Oireachtas Transport Committee
last week, Philips said no
reputable industry analysts
predicted the current level
of air traffic demand with the
majority estimating passenger numbers would remain at
“less than 70 per cent”.
Dublin Airport had planned
for a return to between 75 per
cent and 80 per cent of 2019
levels with 70 per cent of its
staff.
“We felt going into 2022
that with 70 per cent of our
staff we’d be okay,” Philips
said.
The chief executive, who
is set to join Greencore, the
convenience food company,
in September, repeatedly
stressed to committee members that nobody could have
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Seamus McCarthy, the Comptroller & Auditor General: says the HSE must explain errors in its accounts

Seamus McCarthy, the C&AG,
has since said that the HSE must
explain any errors in its accounts.
At the time that Donnelly was
being briefed by his officials in
February, the quantum of the
prior-year adjustment was not
known, but the confidential note
to the minister shows that many
other details were.
“The size of the closing cash
balance held by the HSE (€812
million) at the end of 2020 and
the level of accruals (€1 billion)
included by the HSE in their 2020
accounts have raised potential
questions in relation to whether
all €2.5 billion in supplementary
funding provided to the HSE during
2020 was required by the HSE for
2020 expenditure.,” the minister’s briefing note from February
said. “As you are aware, Minister
McGrath and his officials raised
these issues with yourself and DoH
officials at a meeting on the 13th
July 2021.”
Following the concerns raised
by DPER over whether the 2020
supplementary budgets were fully
needed, €267 million was handed
back to the exchequer by the HSE
at the end of 2021, which related
to money held by the HSE from its

Beautiful €2.8m period
home in Co Meath
page 1

Dan O’Brien, Opinion,

HSE review finds more than 7% of
sample expenditure was unjustified
BY DANIEL MURRAY
AND AARON ROGAN

TO THE
MANOR BORN

funded from a pay budget perspective, unable to deliver the services
committed to in NSP (National
Service Plan), and transparency
over the use of funding . . . is lost.
“It also means for both DoH and
the HSE that we are monitoring
targets on an ongoing basis that
may not be achievable in the first
place. The rationale for use of the
higher number by the HSE is that
they want to secure funding as this
is what they estimate they need
from a services perspective.”
Shane Corr, the whistleblower
whose disclosures revealed financial dysfunction at the heart of the
healthcare system, has been suspended by the department pending an investigation.
Last week, Verona Murphy, the
independent TD, told the Dáil:
“His actions were admirable and
without doubt in the public interest. He has done this state some
service but it appears if someone
does the state a service, they will
get suspended.”
The Business Post was supplied
by Corr with the same recordings
that form the basis of health disclosures which he submitted to
the Oireachtas Public Accounts
Committee.

predicted the level of demand
which has necessitated DAA’s
current scramble to recruit
additional security staff.
The Business Post can reveal, however, that earlier
Euronext data published in
October 2021 forecast an
85 per cent recovery in its
most likely baseline scenario,
rising to 90 per cent if more
optimistic assumptions were
used.
This newspaper has also
learned that both Aer Lingus
and Ryanair estimated strong
recoveries in their passenger numbers over and above
the 70 per cent upper level
of recovery that Philips said
“every credible rating agency,
analyst and industry body”
had predicted.
Internal Aer Lingus estimates, which were likely to
have been shared with DAA,
estimated an 80 per cent recovery in passenger numbers
on its Dublin routes.
A spokeswoman for Aer
Lingus said it had publicly
shared projections that it
intended to return to 90 per
cent of 2019 levels across its
entire network of routes as
far back as last autumn.
“Significant planning and
effort has gone into delivering on that commitment. It is
essential that Dublin Airport
facilitates the operations of
airlines by delivering the re-

Government to consider
new tax break proposals
for small landlords
from page 1

housing minister, said there was a
“shrinking number” of homes to
rent in Ireland.
“We need to retain individual
landlords in the system. That may
require tax measures,” O’Brien
said.
Tánaiste Leo Varadkar also
recently told the Dáil that many
small landlords were selling up
and leaving the market because
they were not making a “killing”,
as opposition parties sometimes
suggested.
“We have to look at ways to encourage small landlords to continue to rent out their properties
and maybe we should encourage
others to rent out properties for
the first time,” he said.
Sinn Féin has pointed to the
“disorderly exit” of small landlords
from the market as an issue that
may exacerbate the cost of renting, but the party has been notably
quiet on any solutions to address
the exodus, and even included a

second home tax of €400 in their
last budget submission.
Speaking to the Business Post,
Eoin Ó Broin, the Sinn Féin housing
spokesman, confirmed the party
wanted to create greater “equity”
in how small and large landlords
are treated, citing the comparatively low level of tax institutional
landlords are able to pay.
“What we have said to date is
that in the first instance we want
a review of the tax treatment of
landlords . . . We want a tax regime
that treats all landlords equally,”
Ó Broin said, adding that detailed
research also needed to be done
to determine why landlords were
leaving the market before any decision was taken.
Asked if the party stood over
the proposal for a €400 second
home tax, which would see small
landlords paying even more tax,
Ó Broin said the party was preparing its next budget submission
and couldn’t yet comment on tax
proposals.

Amazon and data centre
developers mount attack
on Fingal restrictions
from page 1

2028 at the earliest. The move did
not include data centres that already had planning approval, but
amounted to an effective ban on
the development of new facilities.
Amazon’s submission to Fingal County Council requested two
amendments to be made to the
draft plan, “either one of which
would address the potential issues” faced by data centre developers and operators.
It suggested rezoning its lands
to “general employment” or an
alteration to the zoning requirements of the “high technology”
zoning objective, which would
“omit ‘data centre’ as a ‘not per-

quired standard of service to
passengers,” she said.
Ryanair, meanwhile, told
analysts in February 2022
that it intended to carry 165
million passengers in 2022
compared with 152 million in
2019. Ryanair is Dublin Airport’s largest customer while
Aer Lingus also represents a
very significant portion of the
airport’s traffic.
A spokeswoman said DAA
had carried out “extensive
research” in planning its response to the expected recovery this year.
“The recovery of the tourism and aviation industry has
been quicker now than virtually all credible forecasters
predicted,” she added.
DAA is in the process of
hiring and aims to grow its
535 security team to 702 by
the end of June. It will continue hiring to increase the size
of the team further to beyond
800 over the summer, with
no upper limit on the number
of new hires.
Huge queues formed last
Sunday after 20 security staff
failed to turn up for work and
a further 17 who were not
fully certified and could not
work in the roles assigned
to them were rostered on by
management.
The airport is also facing
an acute longer-term staffing
shortage after almost 250 se-

mitted’ use”.
Amazon said that it has been a
significant investor in the area in
recent years, which has supported
more than 2,000 jobs. It added
that between 2011 and 2020, it
invested over €1.3 billion in capital and operational expenditure in
the Fingal area, which it claimed
led to an increase in economic
output of more than €250 million
in Fingal.
Other companies that have
lobbied Fingal County Council to
amend its proposed restrictions
on data centres include multinational data centre developers
Channor, Genvest and Oaktree
Capital.

curity workers left the organisation through a voluntary
severance scheme during the
pandemic. It is about 170 security staff short of the number it requires.

As of Thursday evening,
DAA had received 470
compensation claims from
passengers which it said it
would begin paying early
this week.

EXPRESSIONS
OF INTEREST SOUGHT
EXPRESSIONS
FOR THE ASSETS OF XTRA-VISION
OF INTEREST SOUGHT
VENDING LIMITED (IN VOLUNTARY
FOR LIQUIDATION)
NURSING HOME
The Liquidator, Nicholas O’Dwyer of Grant Thornton, is seeking expressions of
Grant
Thornton on behalf of their clients are seeking
interest f or the assets previously operated by Xtra-Vision Vending Limited (In
Voluntary Liquidation).
company for
operated
a number ofacquisition
DVD vending machines in
expressions
of The
interest
a unique
shopping centres and multiple retailers throughout Ireland
opportunity of a nursing home in Co. Galway
The assets of the company consist of the following:

• Vending
Machines:
86 Vending
Machines (Model
Key
attributes
ofApproximately
the Home
include:
Number: R855) which include LAF, GSM Modem & Lightbox.
• 24Further
bedinfofferings
an occupancy
ormation on thewith
model specif
ication is availablerates
on
request.
overof 95%;
•consistently
Stock: A large quantity
DVD’s, which are stored in the machines.
I.T. Equipment: Various items of I.T. equipment, including a variety
• •Current
fair deal rate of €960;
of replacement parts.
• Excellent local reputation built over the last 30 years;
A full listing of the assets and their location is available.
• Highly experienced management team and skilled
workforce; and
• Further organic growth opportunities through
increasing Fair Deal rates and expansion
opportunities due to the availability of land adjacent
to the
property.
A video
demonstration
of the vending machines, can be seen at
the f ollowing link: https://xtra-vision.ie/how-it-works/

IfExpressions
interested,
please contact Grant Thornton on the
of Interest to be lodged via email before 5pm on Friday, 10
September
2021 to steven.higgins@ie.gt.com.
below
details.
For f urther inf ormation, please contact:
David
Cole
Higgins
T:Steven
+353
(0)1 436 6449
T: +353 (0)1 433 2404
steven.higgins@ie.gt.com
E:E: david.cole@ie.gt.com
th
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US drinks
giant to buy
Lough Gill
Distillery
for €70m
Sazerac plans to expand production at the plant
and complete restoration of the 300-year-old
Hazelwood House outside Sligo town
BY LORCAN ALLEN

Lough Gill Distillery, the
Sligo-based whiskey company, is set to be acquired
by US drinks giant Sazerac
for a sum believed to be in
the region of €70 million,
the Business Post understands.
Under the terms of the
proposed deal, Sazerac will
acquire full control of the
distillery, set on 100 acres
outside Sligo town, along
with the premium Athrú
whiskey brand. An official
announcement of the sale
is expected early this week,
according to sources close
to the deal.
As part of the acquisition,
Sazerac plans to significantly
increase production capacity
at the plant in the coming
years, while the distillery
will also become the new
home of its existing Irish
whiskey brands; Paddy Irish
whiskey and Michael Collins
Irish whiskey.
The privately run US
drinks company, which
owns over 450 drinks
brands worldwide, including Southern Comfort and
Buffalo Trace Bourbon, will
also complete the restoration
of the 300-year-old Palladian-style Hazelwood House
outside Sligo town and establish a new visitor centre
at the site.
It’s understood the company plans to develop Lough
Gill into an important tourism centre for the west of
Ireland, welcoming up to

150,000 visitors annually.
For Lough Gill’s original
investors, the sale to Sazerac
will deliver a major windfall.
As part of the proposed
deal, the whiskey company’s current shareholders
will more than triple their
investment having injected
around €20 million since
2014 to establish the distillery.
Lough Gill Distillery is the
brainchild of David Raethorne, an entrepreneur and director in Causeway Capital,
the private equity firm. The
business is also backed by a
number of private investors
through the government’s
Employment Incentive Investment Scheme (EIIS),
who invested close to €16
million into the distillery
through the scheme, over
four funding rounds.

The US company
is also planning
to add new
warehousing
capacity
and expand
production and
bottling lines at
the site

Having acquired the Hazelwood House estate in
2014, Raethorne decided
to develop a new whiskey
distillery in what was previously a vast warehouse
complex to the rear of Hazelwood House.
After four years of development, Lough Gill Distillery was first commissioned
in 2019 and has capacity to
produce about three million
bottles of whiskey a year.
It is understood Sazerac is planning to increase
production capacity at the
site by as much as tenfold
in the coming years, up to
30 million bottles a year, allowing it to serve as the production home for its Paddy
and Michael Collins range of
whiskeys.
The US company is also
planning to add new warehousing capacity and expand
production and bottling
lines at the site, according to sources, which will
further increase the footprint
of Lough Gill Distillery.
The drinks company
has undertaken similar
restoration and expansion
projects at historic sites
such as its Buffalo Trace
Distillery in Kentucky and
its Sazerac House in New
Orleans.
All existing employees at
the distillery will remain
with the business, while
Helen Mulholland, the
former Bushmills Master
Blender, will join the company this year.

Declan Ganley: at
the centre of legal
row between his
company Rivada
Networks and Kleo
AG  Michael Dillon

Ganley’s Rivada being sued
by Chinese-backed company
BY BARRY J WHYTE

A Chinese-backed company is suing Declan Ganley’s
Rivada Networks in the US
claiming defamation, tortious
interference, and “xenophobic (anti-Chinese)” remarks
in relation to a dispute over
a planned multibillion-euro mega-constellation consisting of hundreds of space
satellites.
The case, which was filed
in the circuit court in Washington DC, was taken by Kleo
AG and relates to comments
made by Ganley in a media
interview during a major satellite conference in the US.
The plaintiffs claim, according to court papers, that
Ganley made these statements “intentionally and
maliciously to discredit Kleo
and its shareholders, and to
help Rivada US’s own private
commercial efforts to usurp”
them on the satellite project.
It is the latest development in an ongoing battle
between Ganley and the Kleo
AG shareholders over what
they characterise as a “hostile takeover” of a controlling
stake in the group of companies involved in the satellite
project.
Earlier this year, Ganley
announced the setting up
of Rivada Space Networks
GmbH, a new company that
aims to launch a constellation
of 600 low-earth-orbit (LEO)

Donnelly confirms €71m in HSE
budget was ‘not able to be validated’
BY DANIEL MURRAY
AND AARON ROGAN

Some €71 million recorded as
spent by the HSE in 2020 was
“not able to be validated”, resulting in a prior year adjustment to the health executive’s
financial statements, according to Stephen Donnelly, the
Minister for Health.
The Business Post first revealed the prospect of the
HSE, run by chief executive
Paul Reid, needing to alter its
past accounts as part of the
health tapes investigation
which was based on secret
recordings by an official in the
Department of Health.
The official, Shane Corr,
who has recently been suspended, was concerned at the
lack of oversight of how the
health agency was spending
public money.
The health tapes revealed
senior officials voicing concerns about “horrors of
waste”, “fake targets” and
“big lumps of money sloshing around” in the HSE and
concerns about the need for
a prior-year adjustment.
One tape also included
comments from an official
who said Michael McGrath,
the Minister for Public Expenditure, doubted that a
€514 million supplementary
budget in 2020 was needed
or used as intended.
The Department of Health
has repeatedly labelled the
content of the recordings as
the “casual comments” of officials who didn’t know they

Paul Reid, chief executive of HSE

were being recorded.
Replying to a parliamentary
question from Róisín Shortall,
co-leader of the Social Democrats, Donnelly confirmed
that the €71 million adjustment was the result of recorded accruals that couldn’t be
validated. An accrual is money a company marks as spent
in one year, which isn’t due
to be paid until the following
year.
“The HSE’s review found
that while most of the recorded accruals were deemed to
be valid, there was an element
which were not able to be validated with a total value of €71
million,” Donnelly said.
“Having completed this ex-

ercise, the HSE and the department now have additional
assurance that the current accruals balance recorded by
the HSE is fully valid.”
A confidential briefing note
prepared for Donnelly following queries from this newspaper last February confirmed
that the HSE’s review of its
accruals had only come about
after concerns were raised by
the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER)
at the volume of cash being
held by the HSE at the end of
2020, despite it having been
granted a supplementary
budget towards the end of
that year.
“The size of the closing

cash balance held by the HSE
(€812 million) at the end of
2020 and the level of accruals
(€1 billion) included by the
HSE in their 2020 accounts
have raised potential questions in relation to whether
all €2.5 billion in supplementary funding provided
to the HSE during 2020 was
required by the HSE for 2020
expenditure,” the minister’s
briefing note from February
said.
Following the concerns
raised by DPER over whether
the 2020 supplementary budgets were fully needed, €267
million was handed back to
the exchequer by the HSE at
the end of 2021, which related to money held by the HSE
from its 2020 budget.
After the money was handed back, the department also
created a new cash ceiling for
the HSE, not allowing it to
hold more than €608 million
in cash at year end.
As part of the same assurance process, the HSE conducted a review of its accruals, which uncovered the €71
million in expenditure which
couldn’t be validated.
“The transition to the new
Integrated Financial Management System across the
HSE, which is currently in the
‘Build and Test’ phase before
implementation beginning
in 2023, will include a more
standardised process and robust controls for the posting of
financial journals (including
accruals) built into the system,” Donnelly said.

communications satellites
that will host a global broadband network to rival Elon
Musk’s Starlink and Amazon’s
Kuiper systems.
Rivada had just taken
control of the licence for the
roughly 4,000 megahertz
of spectrum – the term for
the radio bandwidth used by
various forms of telecommunications – which could
potentially be worth tens of
billions of dollars.
Ganley managed to seize
control of the licence – known
as a filing – as part of a relatively complex corporate
transaction that involved
companies in both Liechtenstein and Germany.
That has spawned what
Ganley describes as “a whirlpool of litigation”, with the
original investors castigating
Rivada for having “infiltrated
the Kleo project” in a “hostile
takeover”.

Kleo AG has taken issue
with claims Ganley allegedly made about the project at
a high-profile convention of
satellite companies in Washington DC.
Among those claims disputed by Kleo AG was his
claim that the investors
planned to “move these [filings] to China”, which they
said was false and that Ganley
had “made this statement …
with the intent to stoke xenophobic (anti-Chinese) fears
and thereby cause damage to
Kleo’s reputation”.
They rejected his claim that
he had made an offer to redeem their shares, describing
this as “at best … misleading
because it implies that a
lawful or commercially reasonable offer was made to
the ‘Chinese’ shareholders”.
They say that “no lawful or
commercially reasonable
offer was ever made to the

‘Chinese’ shareholders to redeem them”.
They also dispute his characterisation of their plan as
not “credible or … capable of
being executed upon”. They
argue that “until the purported (unlawful) termination”
of the agreement to use the
spectrum, their plan was
“proceeding successfully and
on pace” and had received
$120 million in investment.
They disputed his claim that
the licence agreement had
been “amputated” from the
filings, because “the putative
termination of these licences
is in fact the subject of active
litigation”.
In the filings they also dispute his claim that Kleo has
nothing to do with the filings,
and that they were now controlled by Rivada Space Networks in Germany, stating
that Rivada does not have the
right to exercise the frequen-

cies without a new agreement
being struck.
Kleo claims that Ganley’s
claims “exposed [it] to public
hatred, contempt, ridicule,
and disgrace” and “induced a
negative opinion of Kleo in the
minds of reasonable persons,
including without limitation
regulators, investors and customers”. They are suing to force
Rivada to “publicly retract
and cease publication” of the
allegations, to get compensatory and punitive damages, and for costs, the court
records show.
When contacted for comment, a spokesman for Rivada
said the case was “absurd”.
“We fully expect it to be
laughed out of court if the case
ever proceeds. If the case does
go to court, how this lawsuit
came to be is likely to prove a
far more interesting question
than the meritless allegations
it contains.”

