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2nd Meeting of the Commission on the Defence Forces 

Friday, 15th January 2021 
By Video Conference 

Minutes 
 
 

In attendance 
 
Commission Members 

 Mr. Aidan O’Driscoll (Chair) 

 Mr. Peter Brazel 

 Mr. Shay Cody 

 Professor Maura Conway 

 Ms. Marie Cross 

 Professor Anja Dalgaard-Nielsen 

 Adm. (Retd) Haakon Bruun-Hanssen 

 Mr. Dan Harvey 

 Ms. Caitriona Heinl 

 Mr. John Minihan 

 Lt Gen. (Retd) Conor O’Boyle 

 Lt Gen. (Retd) Esa Pulkkinen 

 Ms. Geraldine Tallon 

 Dr. Gerry Waldron 

 Ms. Jane Williams 
 
 
Secretariat 
 

 Mr. Cathal Duffy, Head of Secretariat  

 Ms. Gráinne Guinan 

 Lt Cdr. Paul Hegarty 
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1. Introductions 
 

The Chair, Mr. Aidan O’Driscoll, opened proceedings by welcoming members to the second 
meeting of the Commission and he set the identification of relevant issues for analysis by the 
Commission as his primary objective for the day ahead. 
 
 

2. Minutes of Previous Meeting 
 

The Chair referred to the draft minutes from the first meeting and drew attention to a 
proposed amendment, in the form of an additional sentence, which was agreed.  On this 
basis, the draft minutes were approved.   
 
The Head of the Secretariat, Mr. Cathal Duffy, provided members with an update on the roll-
out of IT supports and he informed the members that the Commission’s website would be 
publically available from 22nd January 2021. He also outlined plans in the offing to source 
additional staff to support the work of the Secretariat.  
 
The Chair provided an update on the actions arising from the previous meeting and 
highlighted the progress made by the Secretariat. In relation to the material circulated in 
advance of this meeting, some additions to the initial Stakeholders List were noted. 
 
 

3. Public Consultation Process 
 

The Chair referred to the draft document that had been circulated to members regarding the 
proposed Public Consultation process.  Based on the feedback and comments provided by 
members, changes to the draft document were agreed. It was also agreed that the public 
consultation process would be commence as early as possible during the week ending 22nd 
January and would run for five to six weeks.  
 
The members also reviewed the proposed schedule of visits and future meetings.  The Chair 
highlighted the constraints that the current Covid restrictions have placed on the 
Commission’s ability to commence visits to military installations as soon as he would have 
hoped.  The situation will be kept under review in line with the prevailing public health advice 
but the Chair indicated his intent to complete as many visits as possible during the course of 
the year. The need to complete as many meetings that can be conducted virtually was noted. 
 

 
4. Implementation of White Paper on Defence 
 

For the first part of this agenda item, the meeting was addressed by the Secretary General of 
the Department of Defence, Ms Jacqui McCrum, and her Management Board colleagues, 
Assistant Secretary Mr Des Dowling, Assistant Secretary Mr Ciarán Murphy, Assistant 
Secretary Mr Robert Mooney and Director Ms Clare Tiernan.  
 
The Secretary General and her colleagues provided a comprehensive briefing to the 
Commission on challenges and opportunities for the future and this was followed by a wide 
ranging discussion with Commission members on HR and capability issues in particular. 
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For the second part of this agenda item, the Department staff were joined by the Chief of 
Staff, Vice Admiral Mark Mellett, and his General Staff colleagues, Deputy Chief of Staff 
(Operations) Major General Anthony McKenna, Deputy Chief of Staff (Support) Major General 
Seán Clancy and Assistant Chief of Staff Adrian Ó Murchú.  Also present for this element were 
Ms Brigitta Doherty and Colonel Rossa Mulcahy who provided Commission members with a 
presentation on the background to the White Paper Programme and its implementation.  This 
included an updated status of all projects at the end of December 2020.   
 
Also addressed was the review of projects carried out as part of the White Paper Update 2019 
and the High Level Implementation Plan “Strengthening our Defence Forces” which provides 
for the full implementation of the Public Service Pay Commission’s recommendations to deal 
with recruitment and retention issues in the Permanent Defence Force. A commitment was 
made to provide a further briefing to the Commission in the coming weeks, based on a report 
currently being prepared outlining recommendations in relation to certain projects that will 
be submitted to the Minister shortly.   
 
The Chair thanked Ms O’Doherty and Colonel Mulcahy for their contribution and emphasised 
the importance of a flow of information, in relation to all relevant projects, that can be used 
by the Commission.  Both the Secretary General and Chief of Staff agreed that a significant 
amount of work had been completed across the civil-military senior management team and 
that by having a focussed priority list the Commission will be kept informed of progress in 
order to avoid duplication of analysis.  They both indicated that there will be projects that are 
not relevant, projects that are relevant and projects that the Commission will have a 
significant interest in.  The Chair acknowledged this and indicated that, prior to the next 
meeting, the Commission will require relevant additional information, with a particular focus 
on projects pertaining to recruitment, retention and HR policies. 
 
In addition, the Chair noted that in instances where projects have not started and are of 
interest to the Commission, there will need to be a discussion. Similarly, where projects are 
completed and a conclusion identified, the Commission may need to consider the outcomes.  
 
The Chair indicated that the information provided by the Department and the Defence Forces 
will be reviewed by the Commission at the February meeting as it will assist in identifying the 
range of relevant issues that the Commission will need to address.  He noted that structures 
and staffing issues are becoming more evident.  The Chair thanked the Secretary General and 
the Chief of Staff, and their teams, for their contributions and indicated that they may be 
required to provide additional information at future meetings.  Both the Secretary General 
and the Chief of Staff reiterated their commitment to provide all supports required by the 
Commission.  

 
 
5. National Security Strategy and threat assessment 
 

Under this item, the Chair welcomed the Director of the National Security Analysis Centre 
(NSAC), Mr Dermot Woods, and the Deputy Director, Mr Richard Browne, and invited them 
to provide members with a briefing on the current national threat assessment and progress 
towards finalisation of the proposed National Security Strategy (NSS).  
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Having regard to the assessment of the security environment contained in the 2019 White 
Paper Update, the Director provided a wide ranging brief, which included input from Mr 
Browne on the cyber threat environment, which overlaps with and enables other threats, and 
measures taken to address developments in this area.  
 
Following a broad-ranging discussion on various aspects of the NSAC briefing, the Commission 
noted the progress made with the NSS, the fact that the security environment is evolving and 
is now more dynamic and complex, the growth of threats emanating from climate change, 
developments in relation to hybrid threats, clarifications in relation to governance of 
intelligence gathering nationally and the role of military intelligence. 
 
The Chair noted that while the Commission will not be undertaking a threat analysis as part 
of its work, it will draw from the White Paper Update and the input of NSAC, and he also 
pointed out that publication of the NSS will be hugely beneficial to the work of the 
Commission.   
 
The Director thanked the Chair for the opportunity to brief the Commission and reiterated 
that NSAC will be available to assist the Commission throughout the year. The Chair 
acknowledged this and indicated that the Commission would likely seek further engagement 
at a later date.   
 
 
6. Defence Forces suggested capability, structure and staffing issues for 

consideration by the Commission 
 

The Chair welcomed the Defence Forces Chief of Staff, and his General Staff colleagues, back 
to the meeting for this item and they were also joined by RSM Keith Caffrey. 
 
The Chief of Staff provided the Commission with a briefing on capability, structures and 
staffing issues from the Defence Forces perspective, which was followed by a wide-ranging 
discussion with the members on various aspects, with inputs received from all members of 
the General Staff and RSM Caffrey. Among the issues discussed were capability development 
planning requirements, the optimum structures for intelligence led operations, jointness, 
best practice in relation to command and control, the current 9,500 establishment, current 
strength and turnover rates, exit data, contract issues for enlisted personnel, civilianisation, 
EU funding, and the potential of the Reserve Defence Force.  
 
The Chair reflected on the need for the Commission to analyse all of the information provided 
and further material that the Defence Forces undertook to send on, including a statement of 
the Level of Ambition for the Defence Forces.   

 
The Chief of Staff thanked the Chair for the opportunity to brief the Commission members 
and reiterated that the Defence Forces were available to assist the Commission as and when 
necessary throughout the year.   
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7. Reflection on meeting and future plans 
 

The Chair provided a brief summary of the day’s events and highlighted the amount of 
content covered in the various briefs. The Chair invited Commission members to provide a 
summary of the briefings and to highlight their thoughts and concerns. It was noted that 
identification of key issues will be pivotal to the work of the Commission and additional 
information will be required over the coming weeks, and where data is missing the 
Commission may need to conduct its own research. Initial planning for the analysis phase will 
be covered at the February meeting as a collective, and consideration can be given to 
establishing sub-groups where appropriate. 
 
In addition, the intent for the February meeting is to have the three Representative 
Associations provide briefings to the Commission. Future visits to installations will be 
reviewed in line with national Covid guidelines for travel, etc.   
 
The Chair indicated that briefings from the Senior NCO’s forum and from all of the Land, Air 
and Sea Commanders would take place on Tuesday 26th January 2021. They are requested to 
provide briefings on suggested capability, structures and staffing issues relevant to their 
components for consideration by the Commission. 
 

 
8. AOB 
 

The Chair indicated that he would identify communications opportunities to highlight the 
work of the Commission and he referred to the launch of the Commission’s Twitter page. He 
also indicated that he will write a letter to the members of the Defence Forces for internal 
circulation and he is considering using academic/expert led webinars/seminars to supplement 
the work of the Commission in an attempt to enhance the level of debate on security and 
defence matters. 
 
The Chair thanked the Commission members for their time and extensive participation in 
what had been a long meeting.  
 
 

9. Actions Arising 
 

 Secretariat to amend the draft Public Consultation document and commence the 
process during the week ending 22nd January 2021.

 Secretariat to update details of key stakeholders. 

 

 


