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Submission to the Working Group for Seanad Reform: 
Emigrant Representation in Seanad Éireann - Viable Action for 
Reform 
 
Terms of Reference 
1. The terms of reference for the Working Group for Seanad Reform stipulate that all 
amendments must be made within the existing constitutional framework. 
2. The following submission is bound by this scope of inquiry, outlining the most viable 
option for emigrant representation in Seanad Éireann within its limitations. 
 
Proposal 
Though it is our belief - and the belief of many emigrant organisatons - that the creation of a 
separate ‘emigrant panel’ providing directly-elected representatives for Irish citizens abroad 
would constitute the fairest, most democratic means of including these citizens in Seanad 
Éireann, this would require an amendment to Article 18 of the constitution of Ireland. Given 
that the Working Group is limited to legislative change rather than constitutional change, the 
creation of such a distinct panel is beyond its scope. However, recognising these limitations, 
we would call upon the Working Group to strongly recommend that the Taoiseach give 
regard to the capacity of his nominees to represent Irish emigrants in the Upper House. 
 

- Advisory groups should be set up and a consultation process established to inform 
the Taoiseach’s appointment of Members to Seanad Éireann for this new role. Input 
might be sought from a Global Irish Civic Forum in the event of its inauguration.  

- Selection of Members of Seanad Éireann to represent emigrants in the Upper House 
should be framed within a larger movement for reform; the system of Taoiseach’s 
nominations should be completely overhauled to offer politically under-represented 
groups a platform unavailable to them in the Lower House. 

- This provision should be specifically defined by way of legislation, as formerly 
recommended by the Committee on Procedure and Privileges Sub-Committee on 
Seanad Reform.  

 
Perspectives 
The above proposal has been tabled before as the best possible alternative to constitutional 
reform providing for a democratically elected emigrant panel— notably by Dr Maurice 
Manning during Seanad debates in the mid-1990s. It was also made in the report of the 
Seanad Committee on Procedure and Privileges Subcommittee on Seanad Reform (April 
2004), following the analysis of 11 previous reports on the Seanad and over 160 written 
submissions.  
 
Political Context 
 
Former Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government and current 
Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, Brendan Howlin TD first publically committed 
both Labour and Fine Gael to a Government programme for emigrant representation in 
Seanad Éireann entitled A Government of Renewal in 1994. 
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The Coalition’s commitment was renewed in a further policy agreement in 2006, entitled 
Reaching Out: Caring for the Irish Abroad. Most recently, having consulted with several 
emigrant organisations, Minister for the Diaspora Jimmy Deenihan TD pledged his support 
for constitutional reform enabling emigrant representation in Seanad Éireann.  
 
Conclusion 
Ultimately, the clearest and most common rationale for retaining two houses of parliament in 
the Irish setting is that Seanad Éireann can afford a political platform to those parts of Irish 
society under-represented in Dáil Éireann. 
 
However, as things stand today, the Upper House is not fulfilling its potential as a vocational 
chamber. Instead it is dominated by party politics and question marks are drawn on a daily 
basis as to its function and its usefulness. 
 
Though it would be constitutional, we do not believe that legislative reform widely extending 
the franchise to Irish citizens abroad through the existing panels would work best to rectify 
this situation. Many emigrants have long been able to vote as electors within the University 
constituency, for example – a point referenced consistently within debates on how to 
represent Irish citizens abroad in the Oireachtas. This has not afforded them a distinct voice 
within the Upper House, and a blanket extension would also run contrary to the panels’ 
primary purpose. 
 
Serious constitutional reform is required to offer them and other marginalised sectors of Irish 
society distinct, meaningful representation in Seanad Éireann. The existing panel system 
must be amended in order to see real change. As such, we are disappointed that Article 18 
seems to lie beyond the scope of the current inquiry into Seanad Reform. 
 
We would nonetheless urge the Working Group to redress the current situation by 
recommending the strongest possible terms a reform of the system by which the Taoiseach 
nominates 11 Members of the Upper House. Currently, it is the most viable option and the 
best way to help return real legitimacy to a long-disparaged but historic institution. 
 
 

 
CONTACT: WCBIreland@gmail.com 


