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J
ust over ten years ago, as 
Fianna Fáil faced into a 
wipeout at the 2011 general 
election, Micheál Martin 
took over as leader. “One of 
the key objectives I had at 
the time was to resuscitate 
the party, given the situation 

we were in post the financial 
collapse, and bring in a new 
generation of politicians, which 
we have done,” the Taoiseach told 
the Business Post in his office on 
Merrion Street last week.
to page 2
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 ‘‘I don’t want to get into 
a personalised thing with 
Micheál Martin, but I believe 
waiting until 2022 to change 
the leadership and direction 
of the party is too long  ’’

�e party’s 
longer-term 
strategy of 
delivering 
in difficult 
ministerial 
portfolios 
appears not to 
have done them 
any favours this 
early into the 
coalition

He has made similar comments 
before, but he sometimes sounds like 
he is trying to convince himself. If, for 
example, you had told Martin at the 
time that the decade-long resuscita-
tion of Fianna Fáil would mean just 38 
seats in the Dáil, a coalition with Fine 
Gael during a global pandemic and a 
rotating-Taoiseach agreement with 
Leo Varadkar, it is not likely he would 
have believed you – or would have 
wanted to.

In just the last week, the latest twist 
in Martin’s unorthodox term involved 
him announcing a further extension to 
restrictions on indoor hospitality, due 
to concerns over the more transmissi-
ble Delta mutation of the Sars-CoV-2 
virus. �e move was greeted with 
surprise and fury by many, including 
much of Martin’s own party, but he 
said it was the right decision to protect 
people at what could be the beginning 
of a significant new wave of disease.

“�e fundamental decision we took 
this week was to pause. And I think, 
amidst all the commentary, that was 
the right decision, given the fact that 
we have a Delta variant that is highly 
transmissible,” he said.

“What worries me a bit is in the UK, 
they’re 60 per cent fully vaccinated, 
and yet they’re having these signif-
icant spikes because of Delta. Scot-
land’s First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, 
said to me it was ripping through the 
unvaccinated population, and would 
do here if unchecked. �e point I am 
trying to get to is that if you look ahead 
to September, we will see a country 
that has far more vaccination, which 
will reduce the impact.”

But even the suggestion of delaying 
a full reopening until the autumn or 
using vaccine passports to grant peo-
ple access to indoor privileges caused 
uproar at the Fianna Fáil parliamenta-
ry party meeting last week, with alle-
gations that the leadership of the party 
was “incompetent” and that FF was 
becoming “toxic” to the public.

It is easy to understand the immedi-
ate anxieties of TDs concerned for the 
welfare of businesses in their constit-
uencies, but the increasingly regular 
outbursts from Fianna Fáil parliamen-
tarians reflect a much deeper disquiet 
over what is seen by many as an “exis-
tential crisis” for the party.

Red C’s polling for the Business Post 
since the last general election has 
chronicled an effective halving 
of support for the party, which 
has been languishing in the low 
teens for months and sat at 13 
per cent in this newspaper’s 
most recent poll. �e destination 
of that flight of support tells its 
own story, with the majority 
of defectors going to Fine Gael, 
followed closely by Sinn Féin.

�e consistency of the trend 
is a worry for many in Fianna 
Fáil, though sources indicate 
that internal polling rates the 
party at around 22 per cent cur-
rently. Nevertheless, TDs are con-
cerned that they have not seen a 
“bounce” in support from serving in 
government, as Fine Gael has.

Senior sources are worried that the 
party is “being gobbled up on both 
sides”, with Fine Gael seen as the re-

sponsible party of government, and 
Sinn Féin the most popular option for 
change. Stuck in the middle, Fianna 
Fáil is facing a crisis in defining itself in 
an increasingly fractured political field.

“Yes, there's a crowded centre in 
Irish politics,” Martin said. “�at’s not 
a bad thing in some respects. I mean, 
it's not unusual across Europe.”

He said it was “absurd” to be taking 
any lead from interim polls of vary-
ing methodologies, and that Fianna 
Fáil’s strategy was to steer the country 
through the pandemic and to deliver 
in government on the big issues that 
dominated the last election, before 
Covid-19, including health, housing 
and climate change. 

To that end, he said, they had sought 
out the difficult but important portfo-
lios of health and housing, and would 
stake their reputation on delivering 
results. 

“One is in politics not to take the 
soft ride,” he said. One is in politics 
to take on the big challenges of your 
time. Housing is the biggest one. We’re 
working with our colleagues in gov-
ernment of course, but we said we’ll 
take it on, and we want to make hous-
ing more affordable for young people 
in particular and we want to get more 
social houses built.” 

But present and past Fianna Fáil 
TDs are concerned that if change 
isn’t delivered rapidly, particularly on 
housing, then the party could face 
“near-extinction” at the next elec-
tion – leading a substantial portion of 
the parliamentary party to question 
whether a leadership change is neces-
sary to help renew the party’s image 
for a younger generation, where its 

support is floundering.
Following his successful leadership 

challenge in 2011, Martin told reporters 
he would give at least ten more years 
to public life. So, a decade on, how 
many more years does he reckon he 
has in him?

“Well, you know, I'm a young 60,” 
he laughed. “But it’s a great privilege to 
be Taoiseach. As far as I'm concerned, 
I have a clear responsibility here to 
lead both the party and the govern-
ment through what is an unprece-
dented pandemic, and also to get real 
policy change.”

When asked if he will stand down 
as leader when his time as taoiseach 
concludes at the end of 2022, Martin’s 
answer was as expected. 

“�is is a five-year government. And 
essentially, at the end of my period, 
we’ll make an adjustment and I’ll be-
come Tánaiste and Leo will become 
Taoiseach, that is the agreement and I 
will follow through on that,” he said.

Agreement or not, it is the view of 
many Fianna Fáil TDs that the end of 
2022 will present a natural break for 
Martin, and if he doesn’t step down 
as party leader – a move that would 
mean he couldn’t be Tánaiste – a 
heave is likely to ensue. Yet others are 
wondering who exactly they can turn 
to, with questions over the quality and 
experience of potential candidates for 
the leadership.

In the meantime, the party has to 
deliver and define itself in govern-
ment, reinvigorate its communica-
tions for the digital age, rejuvenate its 
depleted local organisation structures 
and, ultimately, solidify itself as the 
best alternative to a Sinn Féin-led gov-
ernment. Can it do this? 

High expectations
Despite being returned as the largest 
party in Dáil Éireann at the 2020 gen-
eral election, it was a disappointing 
outing for Fianna Fáil, which lost sev-
en seats.

“Most certainly, the expectations 
were much higher for the party,” said 
Michael Gallagher, professor of politi-
cal science at Trinity College Dublin. 
“We saw that reflected in the selec-
tion of 84 candidates. It was not just 
Fianna Fáil that had an exaggerated 
view of its likely performance, but 
everyone else as well.

“Fianna Fáil used to be the biggest 
party and sat in the centre, which was 
advantageous in that it could use its 

strength to ally with parties to the 
left or the right and form major-

ity governments, whether with 
the Progressive Democrats, the 

Greens or Labour. But once the 
party shrinks, that centrality, 
or almost vagueness in policy 
terms, becomes a bit of a 
problem in terms of what Fi-
anna Fáil exactly stands for, 
and what its unique selling 
point is.”

Within certain age groups, 
the party clearly has a problem, 

with support at the last election 
in the 18-24 category being just 12 

per cent, the lowest of all compet-
itive parties, and their strongest 

support evident in the over-65s 
– at over 30 per cent.

Another problem, accord-
ing to Gallagher, is evidence 

that the Irish electorate has changed, 
and is not as strictly partisan as it used 
to be. Drawing on data analysed in the 
new How Ireland Voted 2020 book, 
edited by himself, Michael Marsh and 
�eresa Reidy, Gallagher said that 
a shift in the “party loyalty” of vote 
transfers over the years was crucial.

“In 1982, over 80 per cent of trans-
fers from all Fianna Fáil candidates 
passed on to other Fianna Fáil can-
didates where that was possible. �is 
time around, that figure was just 54 
per cent,” he said. �is indicates that 
even when people were voting for 
Fianna Fáil candidates, increasingly 
it was not on the basis of the party’s 
brand.

“It's a problem for all the parties, 
maybe apart from Sinn Féin, as its 
internal solidarity is still pretty high. 
But it’s especially a problem for Fianna 
Fáil, because it used to really stand out 
as especially strong in that regard,” 
Gallagher said.

Another interesting statistic reveal-
ing the dilemma facing Fianna Fáil is 
the correlation of its vote with class, 
when compared to the other main ri-
val parties.

While Fine Gael’s vote is highly 
correlated with the middle and upper 
classes, and Sinn Féin’s vote is strongly 
correlated with the working class, Fi-
anna Fáil’s vote is relatively flat across 
all classes. Traditionally, this was a 
strength, but it could now be one of 
the central problems facing the party 
as it tries to define itself to voters.

“�ere is a sociological voting model 
that says if you are able to reinforce 
this relationship with a particular de-
mographic, then it sustains a closer 
connection with those voters, and 
thereafter, you are more resilient to 
any turbulence,” Kevin Cunningham, 
a lecturer in politics at Dublin Institute 
of Technology, said.

Evidence of that lack of resilience 

has been borne out in recent Red C 
polling, which saw Fianna Fáil sup-
port after the election fall from 23 per 
cent to a low of 10 per cent in August 
2020, and stagnate at 13 per cent in last 
month’s poll.

“Support for Fianna Fáil declined 
pretty quickly after the election,” said 
Richard Colwell, chief executive of Red 
C Research & Marketing. “As the inter-
im government led by Fine Gael was 
dealing with the pandemic, Fine Gael 
got a boost and that directly impacted 
on Fianna Fáil.”

�e party’s longer-term strategy 
of delivering in difficult ministerial 
portfolios appears not to have done 
them any favours this early into the 
coalition, according to Colwell, with 
Stephen Donnelly in health and Dar-
ragh O’Brien in housing directly in the 
firing line on the most controversial 
issues in Irish politics today.

Colwell agreed with the Taoiseach’s 
criticism that interim polls early in a 
government’s term were not a clear 
indication of how they would perform 
in future elections, but he said there 
was something more fundamental go-
ing on for the party.

“What we haven’t seen ever is Fian-
na Fáil at this level of support for this 
level of time. So it is a much bigger ask 
for them to move back up again,” he 
said.

Of that lost support for Fianna Fáil 
since the general election, an average 
of 44 per cent has gone to Fine Gael, 21 
per cent to Sinn Féin, and 10 per cent 
to independents, with the rest scat-
tered amongst smaller parties.

Especially worrying for the party 
are the poll results on which parties 
are trusted in the key policy areas of 
housing, health, economy, Covid-19, 
employment, crime and education, 
where Fianna Fáil is rated consistently 
and substantially below both Fine Gael 
and Sinn Féin.

James O’Connor, Fianna Fáil TD: 
described his party as ‘toxic’ to 
young people Fergal Phillips
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I am quite 
concerned 
about the pace 
of delivery 
on housing. I 
am exremely 
worried about 
the prospect 
of a Sinn Féin 
government in 
the Republic

Shadow of its former self
Part of the party’s problem has to do 
with internal organisation, according 
to Noel Dempsey, the former Fianna 
Fáil TD and minister. Dempsey said 
that although it was difficult to make 
any judgement on the party in the 
middle of a pandemic when compared 
to its electoral heyday, the grassroots 
structures of the party were a shadow 
of what they used to be.

“It appears to me that there’s very 
little focus on the nuts and bolts of 
organisation like increasing member-
ship or Cumainn re-organisation,” 
Dempsey said, adding that Covid-19 
was certainly a factor in disrupting lo-
cal organisation in recent months.

Dempsey’s views are supported 
by the decline in party membership, 
down to 14,000 according to party 
sources. Just 11,000 voted last summer 
on the party entering government, 
suggesting a much lower active base 
when compared to the 20,000 regis-
tered members in 2010.

“A lot more could be done, in my 
view,” Dempsey said. 

Party sources pointed to the popu-
larity of national membership zoom 
meetings, allowing members more 
access to ministers than would have 
been the case before, while local lev-
el zoom meetings were also proving 
popular, they said.

But as regards electoral organisa-
tion and review, Dempsey said it was 
his understanding that things had 
changed. 

“Previously, ministers, TDs and 
senators would have been assigned to 
different constituencies that weren’t 
their own, and would have been asked 
quietly to keep an eye on it,” he said. 
“Keep close to it, know what's going 
on and identify candidates for local 
elections and possible general elec-
tion candidates. �is information was 
analysed by members of the constitu-

encies committee to feed into election 
strategies.

“But it appears to me that there’s an 
awful lot less commitment to that ap-
proach than there was previously. And 
I think that’s a major problem for the 
party,” he said.

A review of Fianna Fáil’s perfor-
mance at the 2020 election, chaired 
by Sean Fleming, a TD for Laois, is still 
pending, and the delay is a source of 
annoyance for many in the party. 

�e one thing ensuring the party has 
a bright future, according to Dempsey, 
is the “crop of bright new councillors” 
who were returned at the 2019 local 
elections.

�e Taoiseach clearly agrees, as he 
told the Business Post the “local elec-
toral platform is absolutely essential in 
order to have a pipeline of candidates”, 
and named several of the party’s 
young, up-and-coming councillors 
and mayors.

“�e party has a very strong base on 
the ground in every community across 
the country. And from that stems the 
future,” he said.

Another former Fianna Fáil min-
ister told the Business Post that the 
local structures which had once given 
Fianna Fáil such a strong presence in 
constituencies were gone.

“�e days of having cumanns and 
comhairle ceantairs and a stream of 
authority at local level are gone,” the 
former minister said. “But a lot of that 
is due to the changed political tempo 
and the behaviour of people. Fianna 
Fáil’s organisation was its strong point. 
I think it just flittered away. Now you 
can’t blame Micheál Martin for that.”

Internal party sources said work was 
underway to “sharpen” local struc-
tures, particularly in urban centres. 
But more importantly, an overhaul of 
the party’s communications is taking 
place to modernise them for the digital 
age, an area in which Fianna Fáil has 

notably trailed behind other parties.
To that end, a raft of senior com-

munications appointments have been 
made in the last year, and Fianna Fáil 
is now seeking a new head of digital. 
�is will be central to ensuring the 
party doesn’t remain, as Anne Rab-
bitte described it last year, “an ana-
logue party in a digital age”.

Conor Lenihan, the former Fianna 
Fáil minister and brother of the late 
Brian Lenihan jr, warned that from 
what he could see, the issues facing 
the party stemmed from the top, not 
the connection with the grassroots.

“It is time to change the leadership,” 
he said. “It’s nothing personal to do 
with Micheál Martin. �ere has been 
a sea change as a result of the 2020 
election and the surge in Sinn Féin 
support. And then after the election, 
ironically, a surge in Fine Gael support, 
mainly around the fact that they have 
a young leader in Leo Varadkar, who 
by comparison with our leader is a lot 
more in touch with the younger and 
more aspirational voters that are out 
there.

“�ere are huge concerns at TD 
level; there’s virtually a majority of 
TDs who are deeply concerned about 
what’s happening here. I don’t want to 
get into a personalised thing about Mi-
cheál Martin, but I believe that waiting 
until 2022 to change the leadership 
and the direction of the party will be 
too long.”

Mary Hanafin, a Fianna Fáil coun-
cillor and former minister, said that 
Martin was doing a good job in excep-
tionally difficult circumstances.

“I think there is a lot riding on his 
shoulders, and we hear all the time 
about the people in the background 
trying to undermine him and they 
should just lay off,” she said. “Just let 
the man do his job. �e very ones who 
are criticising are ones who need lead-
ership, and they are not in a position 
to give it themselves yet.”

On the question of leadership 
change, Hanafin is not so sure that the 
end of 2022 will be when Martin steps 
down.

“We will want to see where we 
are at the time,” she said. “I mean, 
who would have said two years ago 
that this is where we were going to 
be now? So I wouldn’t predict that it 
would be the automatic cut-off 
point. 

“I suspect he won’t go 
into another election, but it 
should be left to him. He is 
around long enough, and he 
will know if he doesn’t have 
support. But he needs to be 
allowed to finish the job.”

Tokenistic approach
Hanafin said that while 
she wasn’t critical of the 
party on many things, 
she was unimpressed 
by its representation 
of women, with just 13 
per cent of its TDs being 
female, the lowest of any 
party.

“What tends to hap-
pen is they literally add 
on women to fill up the 
quota. You saw it in the last 
election, as happened with 
Fine Gael. �at is not deal-
ing seriously with involving 
women in the party,” she said.

“We have failed on our involvement 
of women in the party for the last 
number of years, and it is still very 
much a tokenistic approach.”

Martin told the Business Post that 
although the party had met its quotas 
for women candidates, he accepted 
there was more work to do.

“In some constituencies, it’s been 
very positive, but we still have more 
work to do. I acknowledge that. And 
I think we’ve got to make politics a 
better quality environment for women 
to come into politics. I worry at times 
about the social media dimension. 
Some of our women candidates in the 
last election took a lot of unnecessary 
bile on social media. It is not easy be-
ing a woman in politics,” he said.

Lisa Chambers, the Fianna Fáil lead-
er in the Seanad, said her experience 
was of a party very supportive of fe-
male candidates.

“�e number of women TDs we 
achieved last time was not for lack 
of trying,” she said. “We had a huge 
number of female candidates. I lost my 
seat and I was one of the most prom-
inent members of the front bench in 
the last election. I can only speak to 
my own experience, but there has 
been nothing but help, assistance and 
encouragement, and I was given every 
opportunity.”

On leadership change, Chambers 
accepted there would be a change at 
some point, but that it would be “fur-
ther away than some people might 
think”. “Micheál has a lot of support 
within the parliamentary party. �ere 
are some dissenting voices, and they 
are very loud, but they are not the 
majority.”

One of those dissenting voices is 
James O’Connor, Fianna Fáil TD for 
Cork East and youngest member of 
the current Dáil. At last week’s parlia-
mentary party meeting, he made his 
concerns known, describing the party 
as “toxic” to young people.

Speaking to the Business Post, 
O’Connor said his comments at the 
meeting were a stark warning to the 
party, and that Fianna Fáil needed to 
deliver for young people rapidly, and 
on housing in particular, if it was to 
avoid serious electoral consequences.

“My view on this is that Fianna 
Fáil, in terms of what it stands for to 
younger voters in Irish society, is not 
in any shape or form at a standard of 
where it needs to be,” he said. 

“We’ve never seen such high 
costs of living. �e cost of rental 
and the price of new homes are 
absolutely extraordinary. Ac-
cess to third-level education 
for young voters is becoming 
increasingly difficult because of 
the cost of living.

“I am quite concerned about 
the pace of delivery on housing 
and the political consequences 
of that pace of delivery. I am 
extremely worried about the 
prospect of a Sinn Féin gov-
ernment in the Republic.”

O’Connor said he still sup-
ported Martin, who was the 
main reason he had joined 
the party in the first place.

“Changing the leadership 
of the party does not ad-
dress the existential prob-
lems that are in front of us. 
We have one mission now: 
to deliver in government 
all the things we promised 

before the general elec-
tion,” he said.

But according to another senior par-
ty source, the leadership change will 
have to come by the end of 2022, or 
Martin will face a heave.

“He will be leader 12 years at that 
stage,” said the source. “He’ll have 
done his term as Taoiseach. He will 
have a lot to show, hopefully, in terms 
of Covid-19 and improvements in 
housing and health. 

“December 2022 marks a natural 
break. What is he going to do? Go back 
from being Taoiseach to being Tánaiste 
in another government department? 
He will read the room. He won’t want 
to be pushed out. He is quite proud in 
that way.”

When asked about whether a 
leadership change was necessary to 
renew the party for a new generation, 
one former minister said: “Sure. But 
change to who? �ere isn’t exactly a 
great selection.”

�e names most frequently men-
tioned by current and past TDs 
are Michael McGrath, the Cork 
South-Central TD and Minister for 
Public Expenditure and Reform; Jim 
O’Callaghan, the Dublin Bay South TD; 
Darragh O’Brien, a TD for Dublin Fin-
gal and Minister for Housing; and Dara 
Calleary, a Mayo TD. 

However, issues have been raised 
with all candidates. With McGrath, 
several members wondered if they 
could elect a second leader from the 
same constituency as Martin, and 
whether McGrath had the “it” factor. 
�ere were also concerns about O’Cal-
laghan’s lack of experience in govern-
ment, questions over O’Brien’s ability 
to deliver in housing, and problems 
with Calleary following his resignation 
as agriculture minister following the 
Golfgate scandal.

Several party members expressed 
disappointment that Chambers had 
not retained her Mayo seat at the last 
election, pointing to her as the most 
promising candidate of the younger 
generation in the party. Other mem-
bers emphasised that any talk of 
leadership change was “unhelpful” 
considering the huge responsibilities 
on the party in government.

Regardless of who ends up as leader 
and when, the Balkanisation of Irish 
politics points to a future where “gov-
ernment formation is going to become 
much more difficult”, according to 
Martin Mansergh, a former Fianna Fáil 
TD and former minister.

“We are slipping into continental 
habits, where government formation 
is taking months,” Mansergh said.

“Ahead of the next election, Fianna 
Fáil will have to decide its strategy 
on who it would be willing to form a 
coalition with. If there is a serious sug-
gestion that it will go in with Sinn Féin, 
you could well ask: why vote for Fian-
na Fáil? Why not just vote Sinn Féin? 
I think there is a substantial section of 
Fianna Fáil [support] who would not 
vote for the party if they felt that this 
was leading to a Sinn Féin coalition.”

But in recent months, Martin has 
softened his stance on going into gov-
ernment with Sinn Féin in the future, 
and speaking to the Business Post he 
repeated that it would depend primar-
ily on the party’s policies.

“Policy will be the defining feature 
of that,” he said. “�ere is no way they 
could fulfil everything they say they 
would do in government. No way. And 
that would be a wake-up call and 
would create enormous problems for 
them subsequent to being a govern-
ment. No question about that.”

Taoiseach Micheál 
Martin: extensions 
to indoor eating 
restrictions have 
angered some in his 
party Julien Behal 

Mary Hana�n, former Fianna 
Fáil minister: ‘let the man do 
this job’, she says of Martin’s 
critics Maura Hickey
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D
elivering a state apology 
to women affected by the 
CervicalCheck controversy 
in 2019, then taoiseach 
Leo Varadkar outlined the 
“litany of failures” that 

had led to a collapse of confidence in the 
cancer screening system. �ose failures 
related to the non-disclosure by the HSE 
of a review of cancer patients’ screening 
tests which showed missed signs of 
cancer or pre-cancer on earlier slides, 
despite those slides having been given the 
all-clear at the time.
to page 2
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Despite the apparent high standards of Ireland’s cancer 
screening services, the nature and volume of litigation 

here now threaten existing and future programmes. 
�e issue is so acute that the international public health 
community is growing nervous, and a review has been 

launched. So where to now?

Screen test
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 ‘‘Many of the tests included in 
screening are subjective and have 
limitations that are inherent in the 
test technology. �e litigations 
in the context of cancer audit 
outcomes need to be revisited 
with more scientific rigour  ’’Buried in Varadkar’s speech, however, 

was a briefly made but crucial point. “We 
know that cervical screening programmes 
cannot detect all cancers,“ he said, before 
noting that not all missed cancers could 
be considered negligent.

Such clarity was arguably absent from 
the controversy that arose in 2018. Sec-
tions of the debate at the time involved 
misinformation about the effectiveness 
and safety of Ireland’s screening pro-
grammes, leading to immeasurable dis-
tress for women, especially for patients 
and their families.

While legal teams will still argue that 
negligence was a central factor in Cer-
vicalCheck missing cancers, repeated 
reports have found that Ireland’s cancer 
screening programmes were operating 
to the same standards and producing the 
same outcomes as well-run programmes 
in other developed countries. In other 
words: Ireland’s cervical screening pro-
gramme did not miss cancers because 
it was dysfunctional, it missed cancers 
because all screening programmes inev-
itably do.

At their core, screening programmes 
are crude population-wide risk reduction 
exercises, not focused diagnostic tools that 
guarantee detection of disease. As a result, 
it is a statistical certainty that many can-
cers or pre-cancers are missed, but that 
apparent harm is outweighed by all the 
detected and treated cancers that would 
also have been missed were screening not 
in place. �e risk for anyone participating 
in a screening programme is that you may 
fall into the category of people whose 
cancers are definitely going to be missed.

Ireland now finds itself at the centre of a 
global debate about what to do when can-
cers are inevitably missed by screening, 
and the options are not straightforward.

As revealed in last week’s Business Post, 
the International Agency for Research on 
Cancer (IARC), a World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) body, is working with the 
HSE to conduct a review of the country’s 
cancer screening programmes, amid 
concerns that unique public trust and 
litigation issues here arising from the Cer-
vicalCheck controversy pose a threat to 
screening globally.

IARC’s concerns relate chiefly to the 
volume of litigation in Ireland relating to 
screening programmes, mostly contained 
to CervicalCheck. With 360 claims lodged 
against the CervicalCheck programme, 
Ireland is now a global outlier both in the 
amount of litigation of screening under 
way, and in the newly rooted public per-
ception that all missed cancers in screen-
ing equate to negligence.

“We are concerned that the controver-
sies surrounding the cancer audits in the 
CervicalCheck programme in Ireland not 
only could potentially derail the well-or-
ganised cervical, breast and colorectal 
cancer screening programmes in the 
country, but also may have a ripple effect 
across Europe,” Partha Basu, deputy head 
of early detection, prevention and infec-
tions at IARC, told the Business Post.

“Many of the tests included in the 
screening continuum are subjective and 
they have limitations that are inherent 
in the test technology. �e litigations that 

we are discussing in the context of cancer 
audit outcomes need to be revisited with 
more scientific rigour. Women undergo-
ing regular cervical screening may still 
get cancers due to several reasons that 
are unlikely to be of wilful negligence in 
nature.”

Fiona Murphy, the chief executive of the 
National Screening Service, said the fall-
out from the 2018 controversy had been 
extremely damaging to the reputation of 
Ireland’s screening programmes, and that 
there had been a failure to communicate 
adequately that screening was not a diag-
nostic tool.

“�e rest of the screening world looked 
on in horror in 2018, because Ireland’s 
cervical screening programme was just 
as good as any other international pro-
gramme. It had the same rate of detec-
tion. It had the same rate of discordance 
(changed results) on review and so on,” 
Murphy said.

Despite the apparent high standards of 
Ireland’s screening service, the nature and 
volume of litigation here now threatens 
existing and future screening programmes 
to the extent that the international public 
health community is getting nervous. 
Difficult decisions now loom around the 
country’s screening policy.

Inexact process
In 1951, the United States Commission of 
Chronic Illness gave one of the earliest 
definitions of screening as: “the pre-
sumptive identification of unrecognised 
disease” by the use of tests that could be 
“applied rapidly”.

“Screening tests sort out apparently 
well persons who probably have a dis-
ease from those who probably do not. A 
screening test is not intended to be diag-
nostic,” the commission noted.

Ireland’s first cancer screening pro-
gramme, BreastCheck, was introduced on 
a pilot basis by Micheál Martin when he 
was minister for health in 2000, and was 
expanded nationwide from 2003 onwards. 
It is estimated now that breast screening 
in Ireland prevents 120 deaths from breast 
cancer every year.

Eight years after BreastCheck was first 
trialled, CervicalCheck was introduced in 
2008, followed by BowelScreen in 2012. 
All three continue to operate alongside 
Ireland’s other non-cancer screening 
programmes.

All screening programmes are de-
signed and conducted differently de-
pending on the nature of disease being 
screened for. Up until 2020, cervical 
screening in Ireland involved the taking 
of a cervical smear and the examination 
of slides of those smear cells in a 
laboratory to try to detect 
early changes to the cer-
vix; a process known 
as cytology.

It is an inherent-
ly inexact process, 
balancing the af-
fordability, non-in-
vasiveness and 
time limitations 
required for a 
viable mass 
screening pro-
gramme, with 
the best pos-
sible accuracy 
under those 
conditions. 
�ose with 
clear slides 
are not con-
tacted again until 
their next screen, while 
those whose slides aren’t 
deemed clear are sent on 
for further and more pre-

cise investigations.
“Consistently, in cervical cytology 

you would expect about five out of 
20 of the women who end up de-
veloping cancer to not be detected 
by the screening programme,” said 
Susan O’Reilly, who headed up 
the expert reference group which 
reported on CervicalCheck interval 
cancers (cancers that develop in be-
tween screens) in 2020.

“It was not stated clearly enough by 
the HSE at the time that this was not a 
foolproof programme. �ere is no all-clear 
in screening. A clear screen simply means 
we haven’t found anything today, not that 
there is nothing there.”

As part of a standardised approach to 
improving the quality of the Cervical-
Check programme in 2014, a review was 
initiated of the slides of women who had 
participated in the first years of the pro-
gramme and subsequently developed 
cancer. �e purpose was never to uncover 
whether or not cancers had been missed, 
as that was a certainty, but rather to gath-
er data on exactly how many had been 
missed, and to use that data to further im-
prove screening and to create a data bank 
which could be used for international 
comparison.

Under national HSE patient safety 
guidelines, it ordinarily would not have 
been required to disclose the findings of 
this audit to patients, as an open disclo-
sure policy only related to “unintended or 
unanticipated” adverse clinical incidents 
or harms. Missed cancers in a screening 
programme did not meet that definition, 
due to the certainty of their occurrence.

In fact, internationally, most screening 
programmes examined by the expert ref-
erence group on interval cancers have a 
policy of not disclosing the results of their 
audits to patients, as they are regarded 
as educational exercises to improve ser-
vice quality and staff performance, not a 
process to uncover wrongdoing. Some of 
those regions even have legislative pro-
tection from disclosure.

Following the 2014 audit of the Cervi-
calCheck programme, however, the HSE 

decided to create a customised policy 
to inform “as appropriate” the more 
than 200 women whose earlier 
screens showed “discordance” – 

where a review of their previously 
cleared slides resulted in a change 
of opinion on whether abnormal 
cells might have been present.

When it emerged that the HSE 
had not fully made the promised dis-

closures, and that most women affected 
by the change to their initial screen 

result had not been informed, 
the story quickly escalated.

�e lack of understanding 
of screening by the political 
system was demonstrated 
early on when Simon Harris, 
then minister for health, 

offered repeat smears 
to women, which 
suggested there was 

something inherently 
wrong with Ireland’s 

screening programme, 
and clogged up a system 
that was already trying 
to offer smears to its 
target population for 

that year. 
Varadkar similar-

ly promised early 
on that no woman 
affected by the 
controversy would 
have to go to 

court, suggesting that all cases of missed 
cancer were conclusively negligent, 
something he later admitted was wrong 
as he hadn’t appreciated that negligence 
would be disputed by those involved in 
screening.

�e resignations of Gráinne Flannelly, 
clinical director of CervicalCheck, and 
Tony O’Brien, chief executive of the HSE, 
somewhat calmed the public disquiet, 
while the government set up a scoping in-
quiry into the entire affair, headed up by 
Gabriel Scally, a respected public health 
physician.

�at report eventually made numerous 
recommendations to improve screening 
in Ireland which are still being imple-
mented today. But it did not identify 
evidence to suggest that the foreign labs 
involved in analysing samples had been 
operating to a lower standard than what 
would have been expected.

Scally is now preparing his final review 
of the implementation of his recommen-
dations. Reflecting on the entire episode, 
he told the Business Post that all screening 
has a negative aspect to it, which was not 
well communicated by the HSE in 2018.

“Getting the balance right between 
earlier treatment for conditions and the 
negatives of over-treatment and invasive 
investigations is difficult,” Scally told 
the Business Post. “�ey also get things 
wrong. Screening often involves human 
judgment. �e boundaries of where that 
judgment lies can be difficult and once 
you introduce a human aspect you always 
run the risk of error.”

�e problem, of course, is defining 
whether that human error, uncovered 
upon review of slides, qualifies as neg-
ligence. “It is extraordinarily difficult to 
establish what negligence is in these cir-
cumstances,” Scally said.

Imperfect judgment
When it comes to establishing negligence, 
it is important to note that discordance, or 
change of screening result upon a review 
of slides, is a very common occurrence 
in cervical screening. �at is because the 
conditions for screening are inherently 

imprecise and time-limited, re-
quiring imperfect human judg-
ment, while the conditions for 
review are often different and 
biased by the knowledge that 
cancers have developed, leading 
to greater level of revised judg-
ments.

“You aren’t comparing like with 
like,” Scally said. “�e judgment 

being passed is on a vastly differ-
ent set of information, expertise and 

time.”
An external report by the Royal Col-

lege of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists 
(RCOG) compared data from England 
with that of Ireland between 2008 and 
2018, and found the rate of revised results 
during audits of cervical screening was 
pretty much equal at around 25-30 per 
cent.

Addressing the inevitability of missed 
cancers and revised results while ensur-
ing screening programmes can continue 
to operate requires a look at three major 
areas: how audits are conducted, how the 
legal system protects programmes and 
patients, and how the harms and benefits 
of screening can be better communicated 
to those who participate.

�ree technical working groups have 
now been established by IARC to look 
specifically at these areas, using Ireland 
as a foundational case study. �e groups 
consist of a total of 20 international ex-
perts, and Ireland has an outsized repre-
sentation of two members on each panel.

�ey will first produce a global report 
on best practice guidance for screening, 
drawing on lessons learned from the Irish 
experience. Subsequently, IARC will en-
gage with a separate committee of Irish 
health stakeholders to create customised 
advice for the Irish government on how it 
can successfully continue and expand its 
screening programmes.

�e question of how to conduct audits 
of screening programmes is a central one 
for IARC, as it believes a properly con-
structed audit system may avoid the need 
for litigation in the first place.

Making her recommendations in the 
2020 Expert Reference Group report 
on Interval Cancers in CervicalCheck, 
O’Reilly, who is also now working with 
IARC, noted that only three countries in 
the world took the approach of disclosing 
the results of audits to patients, those be-
ing England, Wales and Norway. All others 
that were examined either didn’t disclose 
the revised results of the audits, or didn’t 
conduct audits at all.

O’Reilly and the expert group made 
three major recommendations around 
audit and disclosure.

�e first is that any woman who devel-
ops cancer who has previously partici-
pated in the screening programme should 
be allowed to request a full review of her 
screening history. �is recommendation 
is about to be implemented by Cervical-
Check imminently.

“�ere needs to be education for the 
patient and emotional support when 
this happens,” O’Reilly said. “In general, 
based on English data, about 40-50 per 
cent of women will want to be told if a re-
view of their samples turns up a different 
result, while the other half would prefer 
not to know.”

Another recommendation was to es-
tablish a new standard for assessing and 
improving the quality of programmes. 
�is would emulate what has been done 
in breast screening, by using the rate of 
interval cancers as the key indicator of 
programme quality, rather than the type 
of audits that gave rise to so much pain 
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L
ast week, the Business Post reported 
concerns in the World Health Organ-
isation and the International Agency 
for Cancer Research about potential 
negative global impacts on screening 
programmes in the aftermath of the 

CervicalCheck controversy in Ireland in 2018. 
 is reporting and analysis continues this week.

Population screening programmes have enor-
mous significance for health outcomes in coun-
tries that invest in them. In its guide to screening, 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) provides 
the plain language definition that: “Screening is 
a rough sorting process that operates like a sieve, 
separating the people who probably do have the 
condition from those who probably do not.”

 e WHO’s guide emphasises that “a screening 
test is never 100 per cent accurate; it does not 
provide certainty, with only a probability that a 
person is at risk (or risk free) from the condition 
of interest”.

 e “science” of population screening is based 
on principles articulated by Wilson and Jungn-
er in 1968.  ey defined suitable conditions for 
population-level screening as ones where:
1  e condition should be an important health 

problem
2  ere should be an accepted treatment for 

patients with recognised disease
3 Facilities for diagnosis and treatment should 

be available
4  ere should be a recognisable latent or early 

symptomatic phase
5  ere should be a suitable test or examination
6  e test should be acceptable to the popula-

tion
7  e natural history of the condition, includ-

ing development from latent to declared dis-
ease, should be adequately understood

8  ere should be an agreed policy on whom to 
treat as patients

9  e cost of case finding, including a diagnosis 
and treatment of a patient’s diagnosis, should 
be economically balanced in relation to pos-
sible expenditure on medical care as a whole

10 Case finding should be a continuous process 
and not a once-and-for-all project

While advances in genomic screening – par-
ticularly for rarer diseases – will force an evolu-
tion in some of those princi-
ples, they have generally stood 
the test of time.

Screening programmes need 
to be understood as end-to-
end processes that invite a 
defined population (usually 
defined by gender and age) to 
take part in a test designed to 
find the small number among 
them with a detectable abnor-
mality for a particular condi-
tion where early detection and 
a good treatment pathway can 
alter the trajectory and out-
come of that disease.

Ireland’s three population cancer-screening 
programmes, BreastCheck, CervicalCheck and 
BowelScreen, meet these criteria and have each 
made important and sustained contributions 
to reducing the incidence of advanced cancers, 
through detection of early asymptomatic cancer 
(or pre-cancer), and this has led to important re-
ductions in mortality through increased survival. 
Put simply: they have saved many lives.

 e media and political atmosphere that sur-
rounded the emergence of the CervicalCheck 
controversy in 2018 was such that even today 
there continues to be widespread misunder-
standing of the distinction between cancer 
screening programmes (as described above) and 
the separate, but equally important, diagnostic 
and treatment services for those who develop 
symptoms or concerns.

 ere is also the mistaken belief that Cervical-
Check was less effective when compared with 
other similar programmes abroad. 

As reported by the Business Post last week, 
CervicalCheck was and is just as good as any 
other international cervical cancer screening 
programme, when rates of detection and dis-
cordance are compared – but anyone (including 
this writer) trying to make that point in 2018 
was simply drowned out by the heated debate of 
the moment. A toxic atmosphere was generated 
that silenced the voices of many whose expert 
opinions could and should have added to public 
understanding.

It is always the case that anyone who may have 
been harmed by medical negligence must have 
their rights to due process vindicated. Nothing in 
this column is intended to imply otherwise. It is 
equally important that those rights can be vindi-
cated in an atmosphere that is reasoned and that 
is evidence based – even when the circumstanc-
es give rise to high emotion.

 e development of Ireland’s screening pro-
grammes over the last 25 years was due to 
dogged and pioneering medical leaders; but it 
was also due to political leadership at ministerial 
level. Micheál Martin and Mary Harney brought 

BreastCheck to national scale.  e forerunner to 
CervicalCheck – a pilot programme in the mid-
west – was shepherded by Michael Noonan and 
then brought to national scale by Harney. 

 ese were and are serious politicians who 
brought authority to their roles as ministers as 
well as significant experience.  ey were not in 
ministerial office when the controversy surfaced, 
and their combined political skills were not 
brought to bear on managing the politics of the 
crisis.

 e central failure of the screening programme 
to follow through on, or recognise the failure of, 
its plan to communicate the results of its look-
back audit to each woman whose diagnosis of an 
interval cervical cancer had triggered the audit 
was a major failing.  ere are arguments about 
whether the programme should have planned to 
communicate the findings of its audit. But that 
was the plan, and it failed spectacularly.

Moreover, the uncertainly about who had 
and had not been given the information and the 
number of individuals in each category, led to a 
catastrophic inability to communicate effectively 
as the crisis unfolded.

 e unwillingness or inability of key politicians 
of the day (also coping with minority govern-
ment) to provide the space for full verification 
of the facts also added fuel to a growing fire of 
speculation that ultimately became uncontain-
able. Pressure to provide information at speed 
led to incomplete and sometimes inaccurate 
information – with corrections and clarifications 
having to be made – which naturally further 
undermined confidence in everything that was 
being disclosed. Panic overpowered communica-
tions strategy and that proved to be in nobody’s 
interests.

In this fevered atmosphere, many were led to 
believe – completely wrongly – that those diag-
noses of cancer had been withheld from women 
when in fact it was the diagnosis of a cancer that 
triggered the lookback. All those who had been 
diagnosed with interval cancers had already be-
gun treatment before the audit (which was retro-
spective in nature) had even begun.

 e issue of concern to the WHO and the In-
ternational Agency for Cancer Research (IARC), 
and which should also be of real concern to the 

clinical community, the gov-
ernment and the Oireachtas, is 
the future impact of the legal 
actions that followed and the 
sense that discordance in cer-
vical cytology (and by exten-
sion any subjective population 
testing modality) is somehow 
equal to negligence.

As reported last week, Partha 
Basu, deputy head of the IARC, 
has said that “many of the tests 
included in the screening con-
tinuum are subjective and they 
have the limitations that are 
inherent in the test technolo-

gy”. She expressed the hope that the legal pro-
ceedings in Ireland “will take into consideration 
these factors that are not usually associated with 
negligence”.

 e vindication of the rights of those who 
do suffer harm because of negligence must be 
balanced by protection for the screening pro-
grammes (and those who will benefit from 
them) where there was no objective negligence.

 e state must now take care not to allow or 
pursue an approach of offering some sort of 
guarantee that despite the irreducible and inher-
ent limitations of the available technology, even 
absent negligence, taking part in a screening 
programme can nonetheless be grounds for a 
successful claim for substantial compensation in 
the event of an interval diagnosis. 

Such an approach would be catastrophic for 
any new screening programmes in Ireland and 
potentially elsewhere. If necessary, screening 
programmes will have to be protected through 
new legislation. Otherwise, it will simply never 
be an effective use of scarce health service re-
sources and Wilson and Jungner’s ninth test will 
be insurmountable.

Any future legal duties of open disclosure 
must be related to adverse outcomes as opposed 
to known inherent limitations, in order not to 
unintentionally disincentivise quality improve-
ment and assurance processes such as auditing. 
 is approach would not limit the right of any 
programme participant, including those with an 
interval diagnosis, to seek an individual review 
and receive full disclosure in respect of it.

It is particularly vital, at a time of scarce clin-
ical expertise, that screening programmes are 
attractive places for clinicians to work and not 
seen as medicolegal battlefields. If that happens, 
we will all lose out.

Political leaders on all sides, but particularly in 
government, have both an opportunity and ob-
ligation to be the adults in the room now – as do 
leading clinical figures.

Tony O’Brien is a former director general of the HSE

and confusion in 2018.
 e problem with this is that there is no 

agreed standard internationally for what 
constitutes an interval cancer in cervical 
screening, but that is another issue IARC 
is working on.

 e other recommendation is to con-
tinue to do programme-wide audits for 
internal use, such as the controversial 
CervicalCheck audit, but with strict con-
ditions around disclosure and legal pro-
tection.

“ e proviso is either that those slides 
must be anonymised, which is techno-
logically very difficult, or there has to be 
legislative protection for the programme 
in place,” O’Reilly said.

 at would mean audits like those that 
gave rise to the 2018 controversy would 
require anonymity or legislative protec-
tion from mandatory disclosure, a pro-
posal that could cause some controversy 
once it reaches the political system. 

Without such protections, O’Reilly said 
these programme-wide audits would 
continue to give rise to the type of contro-
versies that have led Ireland to become a 
global outlier in the number of legal cases 
being taken against screening here.

Ireland as an outlier
Mary Donnelly, professor of law at Uni-
versity College Cork, is a member of 
the IARC legal working group and a 
renowned expert in medical law. She is 
conducting a research project to compare 
the volume of litigation of screening pro-
grammes in Ireland with other countries. 
Although she does not yet have the com-
plete data, she told the Business Post that 
it was obvious Ireland was now an outlier 
in the volume of litigation happening 
against screening programmes.

“ e message we are getting back very 
clear is that the kind of situation we have 
in Ireland is not happening anywhere else 
that we can identify,” Donnelly said.

An attempt to set up a tribunal to deal 
with CervicalCheck cases has broadly 
failed, with only 20 cases having made 
claims since it was set up, while 360 cases 
have been lodged with the courts over 
CervicalCheck alone, 87 of which have 
concluded. Many of those cases, however, 
are not going to judgment, and are being 
settled outside court.

“We really only have had two full cases 
in the courts: Morrissey vs the HSE which 
was successful, and then Freeney vs the 
HSE which was dismissed. So we are not 
actually seeing many or almost any cases 
in the courts due to settlements.  at is a 
relevant feature because the legal argu-
ments aren’t necessarily getting ventilated 
before the courts.”

One legal source suggested that the 
cases were settling because the cost of 
defence was too high, while the outcome 
was too uncertain due to the large scope 
for human error in screening.

In the case of the late Ruth Morrissey, 
a judgment was made and upheld on 
appeal that the missed abnormalities 
on her screens had amounted to neg-
ligence, because lab technicians had 
to have “absolute confidence” that 
the sample was clear.  e judgment 
caused disquiet in the screening 
community, as it appeared to 
create an impossible standard 
for screening.

But according to Cian 
O’Carroll, solicitor for Mor-
rissey and many other wom-
en affected by the Cervi-
calCheck programme, 
there is a big difference 
between standard er-

rors in screening and negligence.
“ e Supreme Court ruled in the Mor-

rissey case that there is a standard of 
approach that is adopted by the screening 
community when deciding whether a 
false negative is acceptable or not. An ac-
ceptable false negative does not result in 
legal liability, because there is no breach 
of duty. So if a screener is looking at a 
slide and they have a doubt as to whether 
it is normal, they cannot class it as nor-
mal.  at is the standard,” he told the 
Business Post.

“ e legal costs and all of the damages 
are coming from insurance companies for 
international labs who screwed up and 
caused women to lose their health or their 
life.  e idea that this is being pinned on 
some kind of compensation culture is dis-
gusting, actually.”

In the case of Siobhan Freeney vs the 
HSE, the only other case to go to judg-
ment, there was a thorough ventilation of 
the issues around interval cancer in breast 
screening, and the BreastCheck service 
was found not to be negligent.

“It is possible that negligence can hap-
pen,” Donnelly said. “ e problem is that 
people inevitably develop interval cancers 
and many now believe there must have 
been negligence in their situation and 
therefore they pursue a legal action.

“We are rather restricted in what we 
actually can do about that. Even if we 
thought for public health reasons that we 
should restrict the right to sue screen-
ing programmes, constitutionally we 
couldn’t.”

According to Scally, the mechanisms to 
resolve clinical error are seriously defi-
cient in Ireland. 

“All too often, it ends up in litigation, 
which is extremely traumatic for those 
who have to go through this process.  e 
system is not set up to help people. It is set 
up to deliver a legal judgment based on 
evidence provided in a legal forum.  at 
rarely produces a satisfactory outcome,” 
he said. 

“I am an advocate of no-fault com-
pensation approach to that. It should 
be possible to set up a system whereby 

somebody who thinks they have been 
damaged by a screening service can get 
the information they want, and ask for 
some compensation if that is appropriate 
in a way that doesn’t involve huge legal 
expense and the trauma of court appear-
ances.”

Cost of compensation
 e reasons litigation of screening pro-
grammes for interval cancers pose a risk 
to screening are threefold.

First, the cost of compensation, esti-
mated to be in the tens to hundreds of 
millions a year, outstrips the cost of run-
ning the programme in the first place.

Second, asking technicians, radiologists 
or external labs to work for an Irish pro-
gramme where errors are a certainty, but 
legal protection from those errors cannot 
be guaranteed, is likely to make screening 
an undesirable employment opportunity 
for skilled workers.

Finally, litigation eats away at confi-
dence in screening programmes, and 
coverage of the targeted populations may 
fall below the level needed to make them 
effective.

But according to James O’Mahony, a 
health economist at Trinity College Dub-
lin and a member of the National Screen-
ing Advisory Committee, the real threat 
is to future screening programmes that 
haven’t been introduced yet.

“When we do a cost effectiveness on 
lung screening, for example, they are 
probably going to have to consider the 
cost of litigation in it, and it would be a 
real shame if that means that we don’t 
adopt it,” O’Mahony told the Business 
Post, adding that sensible changes to ex-
isting programmes, such as dramatically 
reducing the frequency of cervical screens 
in HPV vaccinated populations, would 
also likely be politically unpalatable.

“It is chilling that such a thing could 
happen,” he said.

 e recent introduction of HPV screen-
ing into CervicalCheck is viewed as a far 
more accurate and conclusive test, and an 
example of world-leading improvement 
in screening. But other policy decisions 
and developments outside of expanding 
or refining screening programme also lie 
ahead, and they pose their own problems.

A new National Cervical Screening 
Laboratory is due to open this autumn, 
but will take many years to fully staff.  e 
idea is that the national lab will in time 
take on all the screening work that was 
outsourced to private labs overseas. But, 
in doing so, it will also take on the legal 
liability, while the quality of the service 
provided is likely to be the exact same as 
what is offered by contracted labs. 

 e chief issue of concern for O’Reilly 
of the expert reference group on Cervical-
Check is the idea of mandatory disclosure 
of programme-wide audit results.  is is 
something being considered as part of the 
new Patient Safety Bill currently making 
its way through the Dáil, and it isn’t yet 
clear whether statistically certain errors 
within screening programme will be in-

cluded as notifiable events for mandato-
ry disclosure.

“If we are to have mandatory dis-
closure for something that is not con-

sidered an adverse event, it would 
do untold damage to all screening 
programmes, not just Cervical-
Check,” she said. “If we have 
automatic disclosures relating to 
the programmatic review of in-

terval cancers, that could be 
so harmful that it could 
destroy the screening pro-
gramme.”

Tony O’Brien �e vindication 
of the rights of those who suffer 
harm because of negligence must 
be balanced by protection for 
schemes that save many lives
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disruption “which results in 
significant deterioration of the 
gas supply situation occurs, 
but the market is still able to 
manage that disruption”.

�e Irish Department of 
Enterprise is developing a 
number of schemes for this 
winter that would both sup-
port high energy users un-
der pressure from the spike 
in energy costs, and also 
incentivise them to reduce 
their demand. Last week, the 
Business Post reported that 
companies in high-energy 
industries in Ireland are al-
ready preparing plans for gas 
rationing this winter.

�e Commission will en-

BY DANIEL MURRAY

Micheál Martin and Leo 
Varadkar are set to face 
pressure to push back on 
Green Party policies, as Fi-
anna Fáil and Fine Gael TDs 
grow increasingly nervous of 
the rising popularity of Sinn 
Féin and independents among 
rural voters. 

Backbench TDs in both 
parties have also expressed 
concern about the impact of 
certain Green policies at a 
time of high inflation and eco-
nomic uncertainty, leading to 
reports that they will call for a 
review of the programme for 
government.

�e concern for rural gov-
ernment TDs stems from the 
ongoing efforts to limit emis-
sions from agriculture. 

Eamon Ryan, the Minister 
for Environment, and Charlie 
McConalogue, the Minister for 

Agriculture, have been locked 
in talks to finalise a 2030 
emissions reduction target 
for farming. 

It is hoped that there will 
be an agreement by the end 
of the month, but there is 
still significant disagreement 
within Fianna Fáil and Fine 
Gael over the proposals.

While the Green Party is 
pushing for the upper end of 
the proposed range for agri-
culture, 30 per cent emissions 
reductions by 2030, Martin 
and Varadkar are coming un-
der severe pressure from rural 
TDs to stick with the lower 
end of 22 per cent.

�e Irish Farmers Associa-
tion has been lobbying heav-
ily for the lower end of the 
target while talks have been 
ongoing, claiming the higher 
end could devastate the rural 
economy.

However, experts are warn-

ing in today’s Business Post 
that if agriculture does not 
hit the upper end of its target, 
other sectors will have to pick 
up the slack by implement-
ing radical policies, such as 
culling the car fleet by taxing 
people off the roads or shut-
ting down certain industries.

Sinn Féin has remained 
quiet on the issue of an emis-
sions ceiling for agriculture. 
�is has led many rural gov-
ernment TDs who spoke to 
the Business Post to believe 
the party is being strategically 
vague on the issue as part of 
an effort to bolster its growing 
support in farming commu-
nities.

Asked by the Business Post
if the party had a position on 
whether agricultural emission 
should be reduced by 22 per 
cent or 30 per cent by 2030, 
Darren O’Rourke, Sinn Féin’s 
climate spokesperson, said 

they did not. 
“We are largely blind in 

terms of the considerations 
for this. We know the overall 
target of 51 per cent is there, 
we support that, and we sup-
port net zero by 2050,” O’Ro-
urke said.

“We know we need to be at 
the higher end in all sectors 
to meet that 51 per cent, but 
in real terms, we are not in a 
position to decide what the 
implications for agriculture 
are of 29 per cent versus 23 per 
cent or anything in between. 

“We also don’t know what 
the capacity of some other 
sectors is to go above and be-
yond what has been asked of 
them.”

According to an Irish Farm-
er’s Journal/Red C Poll in June, 
16 per cent of farmers would 
vote for Sinn Féin, up from 6 
per cent in 2018. �at vote is 

BY DANIEL MURRAY

�e European Commission 
will this week tell member 
states to start cutting their 
gas use immediately and will 
upgrade the EU’s emergency 
supply status to “alert” as the 
likelihood of shortages this 
winter increases, the Business 
Post can reveal.

A new document will be 
published this Wednesday, 
urging member states to 
“save gas for a safe winter”. 
It will also say that demand 
reduction measures should be 
introduce immediately. Even 
though Ireland’s gas supply 
comes through Britain, the 
country will be expected to 
comply with the plan. 

�e document, draft details 
of which have been seen by 
this newspaper, advises 
member states on how to pro-
tect industries that are critical 
to the EU’s health, food, safety, 
environment and security, in 
the event of a shortfall caused 
by Russia suddenly cutting off 
supplies. 

One high-level Commis-
sion source has told the Busi-
ness Post that although the 
exact figure has yet to be de-
cided, gas use may need to be 
immediately cut by between 
10 and 20 per cent as part of 

the emergency effort to fill 
European storage facilities for 
winter and reduce the impact 
of any sudden cutting of sup-
plies from Russia, which has 
traditionally supplied 40 per 
cent of the bloc’s gas.

“What we need to do now 
is save gas this summer so we 
can make it to winter. �at 
sounds dramatic, but this is 
dramatic,” the source said. 

“Every member state will 
need to step up to make sure 
households will not be cold 
this winter. We are better to 
have this managed reduction 
now, rather than a more cha-
otic and forced emergency in 
winter.”

�e new course of action is 
outlined in a draft version of 
the third iteration of the EU’s 
RePOWER plan, which is de-
signed to reduce dependency 
on Russian gas because of the 
invasion of Ukraine. 

�e required actions in-
clude offering financial in-
centives for high-energy 
companies to voluntarily 
reduce their gas usage, or to 
participate in “interruptible 
contracts” which are similar 
to demand response contracts 
in the power sector, where 
companies reduce energy 
demand by an agreed amount 
for an agreed price during pe-

riods of constraint.
It also advises that homes 

turn down their thermostats 
by one degree, and that pub-
lic buildings reduce the level 
of heating to 19 degrees and 
cooling to 25 degrees. 

�e document also outlines 
how the societal impact of any 
energy shortfall this winter 
can be mitigated, with house-
hold heating remaining the 
ultimate priority in the event 
of shortages. 

It gives guidance on what 
industries should be prior-
itised for gas supply in the 
event of an emergency by 
taking into account societal 
criticality of a company’s op-

erations, the impact on critical 
cross-border supply chains, 
the potential for substitution 
with other energy sources, 
and the possible difficulty in 
restarting production in some 
plants if they are switched off 
for a period. 

“It is advisable to include 
the impact on health, food, 
safety and environment, se-
curity, and defence in their 
[member states’] national 
prioritisation,” the draft doc-
ument says. 

It comes as EU leaders are 
growing increasingly con-
cerned that a complete cut-
off from Russian gas could 
be a reality this winter, and 
that reduced flows of gas from 
Russia in recent weeks may be 
part of a strategic attempt to 
foil EU plans to fill gas storage 
to 80 per cent ahead of winter. 

Gas imports from Russia are 
now less than 30 per cent of 
the average of the previous 
five years, while supply to Po-
land, Bulgaria, Finland and 
the Baltic states has already 
ceased.

Despite the EU plan call-
ing for a reduction in usage, 
Ireland’s gas demand this 
winter is expected to grow 
year on year, due primarily 
to additional electricity and 
industrial sector needs.

�e plan will also upgrade 
the EU’s gas crisis level un-
der the 2017 Security of Gas 
Supply regulation from “early 
warning” to “alert”, leaving 
the union just one step away 
from the highest level of 
“emergency”. 

�e definition of “alert” un-
der the regulation is when a 

BY PETER O’DWYER

National Broadband Ire-
land’s exiting private equi-
ty investors are set to make 
returns of more than 25 per 
cent from the sale of their 
combined stake to a Spanish 
investor, the Business Post 
has learned.

Asterion Industrial Part-
ners, a Spanish infrastruc-
ture investment firm, last 
week agreed to buy 80 per 
cent of NBI, the company 
set up to deliver the mul-
tibillion-euro National 
Broadband Plan. 

�e figures of the deal 
have not been disclosed, 
and it will be subject to 
ministerial approval. If it is 
approved, Oak Hill Advisors 
and Twin Point Capital, two 
US private equity firms, will 
sell their stakes to Asterion, 
as well as the stake of two 
minority shareholders.

�e departing investors 
stand to make an inter-
nal rate of return of more 
than 25 per cent on their 
investment just two and 
a half years into the 
25-year contract 
which will net 
them millions 
of euro.

Several com-
pany and de-
partmental sources 
have confirmed 
that a claw-
back will ap-
ply whereby 
the state re-
coups part of 
the departing 
investors’ re-
turns on their 
investment.

A spokesman for NBI 
said: “If approved by the 
minster, clawback provi-
sions will be triggered by 
this transaction, resulting 
in a return to the state, 
additional to the econom-

ic and social dividend 
arising from this state-
of-the art, open access 
network, bringing high 
speed broadband to over 

1.1 million citizens 
in 26 counties.”

Documents 
seen by this 
newspaper 
show that 
a clawback 
applies if 50 
per cent of 
the shares in 
NBI are sold 
in a transac-
tion which 
generates an 

internal rate of 
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ners, a Spanish infrastruc-
ture investment firm, last 
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tibillion-euro National 
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